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Background 

In the United States, a push for increased access to postsecondary education has 

been ongoing for decades.  College graduates not only have significantly higher earning 

potential, but also boost the state and national economy by providing tax revenue and 

reducing the burden on government spending associated with public assistance programs 

(Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Social and economic success for individuals is becoming 

increasingly dependent on college completion (Ntiri, 2001).  Additionally, increasing the 

number of college graduates is essential for the United States to remain competitive in 

today’s global economy (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Heightened demand for a college 

educated workforce is intensifying the push for higher education enrollment.  By the year 

2020, it is estimated that 65% of jobs in the United States will require postsecondary 

education (Lumina Foundation, n.d.). 

In some sense, the college access movement has been successful – in 2012 the 

undergraduate population was 139% larger than it was in 1970, with 17.7 million 

undergraduate students (Choy, 2002; Kena et al., 2014).  In comparison to the population 

trend, the United States population in 1970 was approximately 203 million 

(CensusScope, n.d.) and had grown to approximately 312 million by 2012 (United States 

Census Bureau, n.d.), an increase of approximately 54%.  The trend in postsecondary 

enrollment is expected to continue with 20.2 million undergraduates projected to enter 

colleges and universities in 2023 (Kena et al., 2014).   

Unfortunately, the dramatic increase in college access has done little to atone for 

the disparity in college completion among many populations, including both first-

generation and nontraditional students (Choy, 2002; Engle & Tinto, 2008).  First-
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generation students represent approximately a quarter of the undergraduate population, 

with a presence of 4.5 million students on college campuses (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  

Furthermore, nearly 36% of the undergraduate population was nontraditional in 2013, 

which equates to nearly seven million students (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).  Despite 

strong representation in college enrollment numbers, both first-generation and 

nontraditional students frequently depart from higher education without a degree.  A 

mere 11% of first-generation college students complete a degree within six years (Engle 

& Tinto, 2008) and over half of nontraditional students leave college without a degree 

(Horn, Cataldi, Sikora, & Carroll, 2005).   

 First-generation students face a host of challenges in pursuing higher education 

(Davis, 2010). Some of these challenges include lower achievement scores and grade 

point averages (GPA), the need for remedial coursework, difficulty choosing a major area 

of study, financial difficulties, and lack of engagement on campus (Engle & Tinto, 2008; 

NCES, n.d.).  In addition, first-generation students enter college with limited knowledge 

of the collegiate culture which makes adapting to the environment difficult (Lowery-Hart 

& Pacheco, 2011).  Furthering the challenges for first-generation students are their 

intrinsic characteristics, which often differ considerably from that of their continuing-

generation peers.  First-generation college students come to college with different 

expectations and face negotiation of their identity between the college campus and their 

home environment (Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007).  For some, the salience of 

their status as a first-generation student is a factor that affects their successful transition 

to college (Orbe, 2004; Orbe, 2008). 
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 In addition to the ongoing conversation regarding first-generation versus 

continuing-generation students in higher education, the distinction between traditional 

and nontraditional students is also frequently referenced in the literature.  Traditional and 

nontraditional college student’s experiences often differ dramatically (Choy, 2002).  

Research has demonstrated that there is a gap in college achievement for nontraditional 

college students which may result from a variety of differences between traditional and 

nontraditional students.  Overall, among degree-seeking undergraduates, nontraditional 

students leave college without completing a degree much more frequently than do 

traditional students (Horn et al., 2005).  While differences in persistence and 

matriculation have frequently been studied, nontraditional students also differ from 

traditional students in other ways, including their motivation for enrollment, goals, and 

the ways in which they most effectively learn (Horn et al., 2005; Jinkens, 2009; 

Shillingford & Karlin, 2013).     

Statement of the Problem 

 The face of college campuses is changing and the traditional-aged, continuing-

generation student is no longer an accurate depiction of a college student.  Enrollment 

trends over the past four decades indicate the continuation of increasingly diverse 

demographics in higher education (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).  

Millions of students show up on college campuses each year as the first member of their 

family to pursue higher education, and those numbers show no signs of slowing down 

(Davis, 2010).  Unfortunately, college completion for first-generation students has barely 

increased, revealing a major discrepancy between enrollment and completion for this 
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group, indicating that access to higher education does not guarantee success in higher 

education (Choy, 2001). 

Programming to assist first-generation college students has been in place for 

decades.  The National Association for College Admission Counseling’s Directory of 

College Access and Success Programs (n.d.) lists more than 800 programs that serve 

first-generation college students across the United States.  Among those programs are the 

federal TRIO programs – a conglomeration of nine programs geared towards assisting 

both first-generation and low-income students to overcome barriers to higher 

education.  The TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) program is the third of these 

programs and holds as its mission to increase college retention and graduation rates 

among first-generation and low-income students (COE, n.d.d). 

TRIO SSS programs originated from President Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on 

Poverty initiative, from which came the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 (COE, 

n.d.d).  The HEA authorized the first federal TRIO programs including SSS.  The United 

States Department of Education established SSS in conjunction with two other equal 

opportunity education programs by 1968 (COE, n.d.d).  SSS was established to assist 

low-income, first-generation, and disabled students in completing postsecondary 

education (USDE, n.d.c).  Because first-generation students are more likely than their 

continuing-generation peers to be nontraditional (Giancola, Munz, & Trares, 2008), SSS 

programs serve a significant number of nontraditional students despite the focus on other 

underrepresented groups.  SSS programs are funded through the United States 

Department of Education and provide such services as academic advising, tutoring, 
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financial literacy education, career exploration, graduate school preparation, mentoring, 

counseling, and cultural programming (USDE, n.d.c).   

Practitioners working in support programs for underrepresented student 

populations should understand the full spectrum of challenges faced by the students their 

programs serve.  Unfortunately, despite the prevalence of literature regarding first-

generation college students and nontraditional students, there is a lack of literature that 

examines the two groups in combination.  Specifically, the literature lacks evidence that 

identifies whether certain characteristics enable or detract from traditional first-

generation and nontraditional first-generation students’ ability to complete a college 

degree.  Several researchers agree that such information regarding traditional and 

nontraditional student’s characteristics, needs, and behaviors is necessary to improve 

support services designed to enhance student experience (Chao & Good, 2004; Johnson 

& Kestler, 2013).  Because many equal opportunity educational programs serve first-

generation college students, a clearer understanding of the characteristics of traditional 

first-generation and nontraditional first-generation students will assist support program 

personnel in identifying specific support services that are most relevant to and adequate 

for each group.  In addition, practitioners will benefit from a deeper understanding of 

how certain characteristics differentially affect traditional first-generation and 

nontraditional first-generation students.  This further understanding will help practitioners 

in identifying the most effective ways to promote use of services to increase student 

engagement among underserved populations, ultimately contributing to the retention and 

matriculation of the first-generation population. 
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Howard McClusky’s (1963) theory of margin offers a useful lens through which 

to view the characteristics of traditional versus nontraditional first-generation college 

students.  Unfortunately, McClusky’s theory has not been applied to a study of this nature 

despite its potential to provide a unique perspective on first-generation college students.  

By providing a framework that identifies personal characteristics as either supplemental 

to, or detracting from, a student’s motivation to pursue higher education, McClusky 

(1963) has designed an ideal concept for studying differences in traditional and 

nontraditional first-generation college students.  With first-generation and nontraditional 

student enrollments projected to increase in coming years (NCES, n.d.; Choy, 2002), 

studying these two groups is vital for educational researchers and practitioners. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to examine first-generation college students in more 

depth in order to better understand how their status as traditional or nontraditional 

differentially affects their experience in higher education.  McClusky’s theory of margin 

will inform the study.  The theory of margin, also known as the power-load-margin 

theory, postulates motivation as dependent upon margin in life, a condition in which an 

individual possesses the necessary resources to learn (McClusky, 1963).  More 

specifically, the study will focus on identifying characteristics that are specific to the two 

categories of students, traditional and nontraditional, utilizing McClusky’s theory and as 

a guide in order to develop a broader understanding of their challenges, support needs, 

and the best methods of delivering support services.  

The study will serve to inform practitioners working in TRIO SSS programs as 

well as other student support programs serving first-generation college students.  Based 

on the knowledge from extant literature that there are differences between traditional and 
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nontraditional students, this study will examine the nature of those differences in regards 

to student characteristics.  In addition, the study will attempt to determine where there is 

overlap of particular variables between both groups.  Finally, the study will determine 

how participation in a TRIO SSS program influences the power of traditional and 

nontraditional college students.   

Research Questions 

The research questions guiding this study are: 

1. Do traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-generation college students 

differ in margin in life scores and subscale scores? 

2. Do first-generation college students differ in margin in life scores and subscale 

scores based on demographic variables?   

3. What are the common load and power characteristics experienced by traditional 

first-generation college students? 

4. What are the common load and power characteristics experienced by 

nontraditional first-generation college students?  

5. How does participation in a TRIO Student Support Services program influence 

the power variables for traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-

generation college students? 

Theoretical Framework 

Howard McClusky (1963) proposed a theory of adult motivation based on his 

concept of margin in life.  McClusky’s (1963) theory posits that adults are driven by both 

the need for self-preservation and the need for self-improvement, where self-preservation 

serves to protect against threats to safety and self-improvement serves to cultivate growth 

and development.   Individuals rely on resources, both internal and external, for meeting 
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the needs of both self-preservation and self-improvement (McClusky, 1963).  This theory 

is known as the theory of margin, with margin explained as the surplus of resources 

(power) above deficits (load) that one has.  According to McClusky (1963), adulthood is 

dynamic and individuals continually develop and change, and, “key factors of adult life 

are the load the individual must carry in living, and the power which is available to him 

to carry the load” (p. 15).  Load and power are further described by McClusky (1963): 

Load is divided into two groups of interacting elements: external load consisting of 

tasks involved in the usual requirements of living such as those connected with 

family, work, civic obligations and the like; and internal load consisting of those life 

expectancies set by the individual for himself.  Power consists of a combination of 

such interacting factors as physical, social, mental, and economic abilities together 

with acquired skills and the like which may contribute to the effective performance of 

life tasks. (pp. 15-16) 

Stevenson (1981) simplified the concept by describing load as factors that dissipate 

energy and power as energy resources.  An individual with low margin may be suffering 

from the influences of stress or illness, while excess margin may indicate that an 

individual is not fulfilling his or her potential (Stevenson, 1981).   

McClusky (1970) defined the term margin as a measure of the difference between 

power and load of an individual.  According to McClusky (1970), 

Margin is a function of the relationship of load to power.  By load we mean the self 

and social demands required by a person to maintain a minimal level of autonomy.  

By power we mean the resources, i.e., abilities, possessions, position, allies, etc., 

which a person can command in coping with the load. (p. 27) 
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McClusky (1963) proposed a formula to numerically express a load-power ratio with the 

resultant solution representing an individual’s margin in life.  While McClusky never 

developed an instrument to measure margin (Merriam & Bierama, 2014), Stevenson 

(1981) conducted a methodological study in order to develop an instrument to measure 

margin in life (MIL), resulting in the Margin in Life Scale.  The Margin in Life Scale is a 

useful assessment tool in determining an adult’s potential for growth, as McClusky 

believed that the alternatives available to an individual are dependent upon the presence 

of adequate margin (Stevenson, 1981).  “With adequate margin the individual has a 

broader field of life space, and is able to move more autonomously within it.  A person 

with inadequate margin has few alternatives” (Stevenson, 1981, p. 225). 

The theory of margin suggests that adults with margin in life will have the 

motivation to pursue educational endeavors (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  This theory 

provides a useful lens through which to examine the differences between traditional and 

nontraditional first-generation college students.  First, the availability of margin (or lack 

thereof) in both traditional and nontraditional first-generation college students can be 

identified.  In addition, the theory can be utilized to identify the plethora of load and 

power variables that affect each group of students.  Once identified, these variables can 

be explored further to determine whether they are experienced similarly among both 

groups of students.  For example, does a student’s family serve as a strong support 

network and therefore contribute to the power of a student, or does the student’s family 

represent time and monetary obligations that contribute to the load of the student?  The 

Margin in Life Scale provides a composite score as well as subscale scores based on the 

categorization of items on the scale into five subscales, including health, 
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religiosity/spirituality, self-confidence, interdependence, and parenting satisfaction 

(Stevenson, 1994). 

Design of the Study 

The study addressed the research questions using a mixed-methods research 

methodology.  This methodology involves the use of both quantitative and qualitative 

data that will be integrated to form a complete understanding of the research problem 

(Creswell, 2014).  A convergent parallel design (Creswell, 2014) provided a 

comprehensive view of the research problem with quantitative and qualitative data 

gathered and interpreted simultaneously.  Both the quantitative and the qualitative data 

collected focused on information relevant to the theory of margin, with the quantitative 

portion providing MILS scores and the qualitative portion providing explanatory details 

of the load and power variables experienced by students as well as details regarding their 

experience in a TRIO SSS program.   

Setting 

The research study was conducted at Midwest Regional State University 

(MRSU).  MRSU is a public, four-year liberal arts university located in the midwest.  

MRSU is a relatively small, moderately selective institution with an enrollment of 

approximately 5,600 students (MRSU, n.d.a).  The university has a large population of 

nontraditional students that accounts for approximately one-third of total student 

enrollment.  While MRSU does not officially collect information regarding first-

generation status of students, internal financial aid reports indicated that approximately 

39% of students utilizing federal financial aid are first-generation college students (A. 

Higgins, personal communication, October 21, 2013).   
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In 2001, MRSU received a grant from the U.S. Department of Education to fund a 

TRIO SSS program.  The program has been in continuous operation since that time and is 

funded to serve 170 students annually.  Funding is contingent upon participants meeting 

objectives related to academic standing, persistence, and graduation, with services 

designed to support the objectives.  Grant cycles are five years long, with competitions to 

renew current programs and authorize new programs held during the final year of each 

five-year period.   

Participants 

Study participants consisted of a cross-section of undergraduate students from 

MRSU’s TRIO SSS program.  To be eligible for the study, participants had to be first-

generation college students.  A student is considered to be first-generation if neither 

parent completed a baccalaureate degree (Davis, 2010).  While many SSS participants are 

first-generation students, those who were eligible for SSS due to other eligibility factors 

were eliminated from study participation.  In order to adequately address the research 

question regarding participation in a TRIO SSS program, study participants in the 

qualitative portion had to have been active in the program for a minimum of one full 

semester.   

Eligible first-generation students were categorized as either traditional or 

nontraditional for the study.  Nontraditional student status can be ambiguous with wide 

variations in definitions offered, some of which consider nontraditional status to be a 

continuum on which students rank anywhere from minimally to highly nontraditional 

(Choy, 2002).  For the purpose of this study, nontraditional student status was defined 

based on age, with students over the age of 24 considered nontraditional (Horn & Carroll, 

1996).  This definition is consistent with MRSU’s definition of nontraditional students.   
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The target number of study participants in the quantitative portion of the study 

was 150.  Consent was obtained electronically from participants prior to their 

participation in the survey (Appendix A).  In order to encourage participation in the 

study, participants were offered a participation point from the TRIO SSS program 

(students must complete participation points each semester in order to continue their 

membership in the program).  In addition, participants who complete the survey were 

entered in a drawing for an Apple iPad Mini.  The target number of participants for the 

qualitative portion of the study was 6-8 students per group (traditional and 

nontraditional).  Consent was obtained from participants prior to their participation in the 

interview session (Appendix B).  As with the quantitative portion of the study, 

participants were offered a participation point from the TRIO SSS program and were 

entered into a drawing for a monetary prize.   

Sample Population 

The sample consisted of first-generation college students enrolled in the federal 

TRIO Student Support Program (Project Success) at MRSU.  For the quantitative portion 

of the study, a total of 99 participants attempted the survey; of those, 17 students began 

the study but did not complete the survey adequately enough to include their results; 11 

students were not first-generation college students and were ineligible to participate in the 

study; and 1 student opted out of the study after reviewing the study description.  Sixty-

six participants completed the survey adequately enough to include the results in the 

study.  At the time of survey completion, there were approximately 109 active 

participants in Project Success (numbers can fluctuate on a regular basis due to new 

students joining the program).  Based on the number of complete responses and the 
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number of active Project Success participants, the survey had a return rate of 60.6%.  A 

total of eight first-generation students (four traditional and four nontraditional) 

participated in interviews for the qualitative portion of the study.   

Data Collection Tools  

 Data for the study was gathered through multiple methods.  Participants 

completed Stevenson’s Margin in Life Scale (MILS), which yielded the quantitative data 

for the study.  This scale determined an MILS score for each participant.  A copy of the 

MILS (Appendix C) was obtained from The Ohio State University College of Nursing, 

where Dr. Joanne Stevenson was a faculty member prior to her death.  Permission was 

obtained from The Ohio State University to use the scale for this study (Appendix D).  

Participants also completed a short questionnaire with demographics and information 

regarding their participation in TRIO SSS services (Appendix E).  Students were asked to 

indicate which services they had accessed.   

 Stevenson’s MILS scale was developed in 1981 and has not been updated since 

that time.  As a result, the scale contained outdated wording on some items.  In order to 

address this problem, the wording on 12 of 58 scale items was altered slightly to reflect 

more accurate descriptions of life areas.  Changes were made in two primary areas – 

relationships and religion/spirituality.  Where the term spouse occurred, it was updated to 

spouse/partner or significant other.  The term marriage was replaced with marriage or 

committed relationship.  Where the term religion or religious was used, it was updated 

with religion or spirituality.   

 Individual interviews were conducted in order to gather qualitative data.  The 

purpose of the interviews was to facilitate an in-depth exploration of power and load 

variables, how they affected students, and how participation in the TRIO SSS program 
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contributed to the student’s power.  The interviews were semi structured and conducted 

with the use of an interview guide, but with flexible use of the questions.  The primary 

focus of the interviews was based on the interview questions developed.  As described by 

Merriam (2009), “This format allows the researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to 

the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (p. 90).  The 

interviews served to find the range of experiences in higher education of the traditional 

and nontraditional first-generation participants.   

 The interviews were scheduled in one-hour blocks and were conducted over a 

two-week time frame.  Interview questions (Appendix F) included introductory, 

transition, key, and ending questions as recommended by Krueger and Casey’s (2009) 

model.  Introductory questions were intended to introduce the interview topic and 

encourage participants to engage in the conversation.  Transition questions linked the 

conversation during introductory questions to the key questions of the study, which 

extricated the substantive information from participants.  Ending questions were designed 

to achieve closure by offering the opportunity for participants to reflect on the 

conversation and include any additional thoughts regarding the topic of the interview 

(Krueger & Casey, 2009).    

Data Analysis 

Quantitative data from the MILS scale was analyzed using IBM’s Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).  Prior to analyzing data in SPSS, MILS scores 

were computed for each participant using Stevenson’s 1993 document detailing 

computation instructions for the MILS, which was obtained from The Ohio State 

University (see Appendix G).  Of the 66 survey participants, 60 had MILS composite 

scores that fell in McClusky’s proposed range of adequacy between .5 - .8.  Four of the 
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six students below the .50 composite score were nontraditional, and two were traditional.  

An independent samples t-test was utilized in order to determine whether there was a 

significant difference in the MILS scores between the traditional and nontraditional first-

generation student groups.  Results from this test were be utilized to address the first 

research question.  This information helped the researcher establish how participant 

motivation is affected by the balance of power and load variables for each group.  To 

address the second research question, the MILS composite and subscale scores were 

compared for variance and significance between groups based on demographic variables 

utilizing independent samples t tests (gender, income, and relationship status) and one-

way ANOVA tests (employment status and TRIO SSS participation level).  Each of these 

groups were compared to the composite and subscale scores as the dependent variables.   

 Qualitative data was then analyzed to address the three remaining research 

questions.  Interviews were recorded and transcribed.  Following Creswell’s (2014) 

guidelines for analysis of qualitative data, transcripts were first thoroughly read by the 

researcher.  Next, the data was coded.  Initially, an open coding method was employed.  

Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011) stated, regarding the open coding technique, “In such 

line-by-line coding, the ethnographer entertains all analytical possibilities” (p. 175) and 

“qualitative coding does not start from preestablished or fixed analytical categories but, 

rather, proceeds inductively by creating analytical categories that reflect the significance 

of events and experiences to those in the setting” (p. 175).  The open coding process 

provided emerging themes from the data.  Next, the researcher coded the data using a 

focused coding method, which is “a fine-grained, line-by-line analysis of selected notes” 

(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011, p. 191).  The focused coding process allowed the 
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researcher to further define the emerging themes and generate conceptual ideas from the 

data.   

Significance of the Study 

Underneath the umbrella of first-generation college student exist multiple other 

characteristics that distinguish some students from others.  While understanding the 

challenges of first-generation college students is vital, this group also frequently claims 

membership in another faction – that of the nontraditional college student.  Currently, the 

extant literature has not adequately addressed the differences in traditional first-

generation college students and nontraditional first-generation college students.  These 

two groups – first-generation and nontraditional students – have been studied frequently 

but rarely in tandem.  This study will add to the existing literature base by providing an 

examination of the differences between margin in life scores and power and load 

variables of traditional and nontraditional first-generation college students.  In addition, 

the study will address how participation in a TRIO SSS program can contribute to the 

power of traditional and nontraditional first-generation college students.   

Educational leaders, policymakers, and practitioners will benefit from the study as 

well.  The study will serve to increase awareness of the complexity of first-generation 

college students for individuals who work directly with this group of students or set 

policies that affect them.  Knowledge acquired from the study will assist practitioners in 

evaluating the relevance of their program to both traditional and nontraditional first-

generation students by providing a clearer picture of the variables affecting each of the 

groups as they come to college campuses.  Ultimately, the study will allow practitioners 

and administrators to better understand if support programs for first-generation college 
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students are best administered in a one-size-fits-all manner or in a manner specific for 

traditional or nontraditional first-generation students.  

Summary 

 In summary, this study aims to contribute to both the literature regarding first-

generation college students and the practice of student support programs designed for 

first-generation college students.  By acknowledging that underneath the umbrella of 

first-generation status exists additional factors affecting student success – in the case of 

this study traditional or nontraditional student status – the study will help practitioners 

and policymakers further understand the needs of students on their campuses.  Further 

understanding of the unique challenges, resources, and needs of both traditional and 

nontraditional first-generation college students will assist colleges and universities across 

the country to more effectively move the needle on college completion for 

underrepresented students in higher education.   
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Introduction 

 Institutions of higher education and educational opportunity program personnel 

have been charged with leveling the playing field for first-generation college students on 

campuses across the country for decades.  Since the creation of the Higher Education Act 

of 1965, persistent issues of equity, access, and success among underrepresented students 

as well as concerns regarding adequate preparation of the American workforce have kept 

the decades-old act alive among higher education policymakers and practitioners, with 

reauthorizations of the act occurring eight times since its creation (Capt, 2013).  

Substantial work remains for institutions and practitioners, and such work requires that 

administrators and personnel possess a knowledge base that informs programmatic design 

and the practices utilized with underrepresented populations.   

 Knowledge in and of itself is useless; in fact, “for research to matter, it must be 

heard – and understood – by people in a position to bring about change” (Bennett & 

Jessani, 2011, p. 1).  Additionally, strategies derived from knowledge differ dramatically 

based on the contextual factors present and the deeper the contextual understanding, the 

more effective the resultant action will be (Bennett & Jessani, 2011).  A comprehensive 

understanding of the context of educational opportunity programs and their interaction 

with students and institutions is necessary for applicability of extant and future research 

findings.  To best address the contextual factors relevant to the study, the present 

discussion includes consideration of the history of TRIO programs, the organizational 

context of TRIO programs, the dynamics of leadership in TRIO programs, and the 

implication of all three contextual issues on the application of research among TRIO 

practitioners.   
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History of the Organization 

President Lyndon B. Johnson, in his 1964 State of the Union Address, implored 

both Congress and the American public to join him in an effort to eliminate poverty, 

stating: 

Unfortunately, many Americans live on the outskirts of hope - some because of 

their poverty, and some because of their color, and all too many because of both. 

Our task is to help replace their despair with opportunity. This administration 

today, here and now, declares unconditional war on poverty in America. (COEA, 

2014, p. 2) 

President Johnson believed that opportunity for those in poverty would come through 

improved education, health, skills, jobs and access to economic resources.  Johnson’s 

“War on Poverty” initiative led to legislation that has spanned five decades and launched 

multiple programs designed to eliminate poverty (COEA, 2014).  While Johnson’s idyllic 

vision of a nation without poverty has not come to pass, the continuity and expansion of 

the War on Poverty programs in subsequent presidential administrations demonstrates 

their value to the American public.    

Federal TRIO Programs 

 The Educational Opportunity Act (EOA) of 1964 was enacted as a result of 

President Johnson’s War on Poverty (COE, n.d.a); soon after, the EOA evolved into the 

Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 (Chaney, 2010; COE, n.d.a).  The HEA has been 

reauthorized eight separate times in subsequent years (American Council on Education, 

2015).  During their formative years, the EOA and HEA formed three new programs – 

Upward Bound, Talent Search, and Student Support Services (COE, n.d.a).  This trio of 
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federal programs served as outreach to traditionally disadvantaged students in higher 

education, including individuals from low-income families, first-generation college 

students, and individuals with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.a).  In the 

ensuing years between 1965 and 1998, additional programs were added to the original 

three, resulting in a total of nine federally established and federally funded programs for 

disadvantaged students in higher education (COE, n.d.a).  While nine programs comprise 

the family of federal educational opportunity programs, all are collectively referred to as 

TRIO programs, in reference to the original three that were established in the early years 

of the Higher Education Act (COE, n.d.a; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.a).   

 TRIO programs are federally funded through United States Department of 

Education grants (USDE, n.d.a).  Funding is allocated through a competitive review 

process which takes place every five years (USDE, 2015a).  Entities eligible for TRIO 

grants include institutions of higher education, public and private agencies and 

organizations, and community-based organizations with experience working with 

disadvantaged youth in secondary schools (USDE, n.d.a).  In order to be eligible to 

participate in a TRIO program an individual must attend the school or institution which 

hosts the program or live in the geographic region that is served by an organization which 

hosts the program (USDE, n.d.a). 

 While the purpose of TRIO programs is to increase access and attainment of 

postsecondary education for underrepresented student populations, the work of the 

programs begins as early as middle school in order to prepare students for the transition 

to and successful completion of college.  TRIO services extend as far as 

postbaccalaureate study (USDE, n.d.a).  Beyond assisting students who are low-income, 
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first-generation and disabled, the multiple TRIO programs serve diverse needs, including 

the needs of veterans, adults reentering education, and students focused on careers in 

math and science (USDE, n.d.a). 

TRIO Student Support Services 

 Student Support Services (SSS) was the third TRIO program, created through a 

1968 amendment to the HEA (USDE, n.d.a).  TRIO SSS programs are designed to 

“provide opportunities for academic development, assist students with basic college 

requirements, and to motivate students toward the successful completion of their 

postsecondary education” (USDE, n.d.b., para. 1).  Furthermore, TRIO SSS programs are 

charged with cultivating a supportive institutional climate that facilitates the success of 

eligible participants (Chaney, 2010).  TRIO SSS programs must be hosted by colleges 

and universities and may be established at either two- or four-year institutions.  For the 

2010-2015 TRIO SSS grant cycle, there were 1,028 funded programs serving an average 

of 200 students each (Zeiser & Chan, 2015). 

 TRIO SSS programs are required to provide multiple services, including (a) 

academic tutoring, (b) advice and assistance in postsecondary course selection, (c) 

information on federal student financial aid programs and benefits, (d) information and 

resources for locating public and private scholarships, (e) assistance in completing 

financial aid applications, (f) education or counseling services to improve financial and 

economic literacy, (g) assistance in applying for admission to and obtaining financial 

assistance for graduate and professional programs (four-year institutions only), and (h) 

assistance in applying for admission to and obtaining financial assistance for four-year 

programs of postsecondary education (USDE, n.d.c).  In addition to the required services, 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

24 
 

TRIO SSS programs may also provide additional services at their discretion, including 

(a) individualized counseling for personal, career, and academic matters; (b) information, 

activities, and instruction designed to acquaint students with a range of available career 

options; (c) exposure to cultural events and academic programs not typically available to 

disadvantaged students; (d) mentoring programs; (e) securing temporary housing during 

school breaks for eligible students; and (f) programs and activities specifically designed 

for students with limited English proficiency, students from traditionally 

underrepresented groups in higher education, students with disabilities, students who are 

homeless children or youth, and other disconnected students (USDE, n.d.c). 

 Status as a first-generation, low-income, or disabled student is required for SSS 

eligibility; however, students selected as participants must also demonstrate an academic 

need for the program services (Zeiser & Chan, 2015).  Multiple criteria may be utilized in 

identifying a student with academic need, including (a) low high school grades, (b) low 

admission test scores, (c) predictive indicator derived from multiple academic factors, (c) 

academic proficiency tests, (d) low college grades, (e) high school equivalency 

completion, (f) failing grades, (g) out of the academic pipeline for multiple years, (h) 

limited English proficiency, (i) lack of educational or career goals, (j) lack of academic 

preparedness for college level course work, and (k) need for academic support to raise 

grades in required courses for academic major (USDE, n.d.c).   

While SSS programs have latitude in the services they provide and how student 

academic need is established, federal regulations dictate homogeneity of program 

objectives among programs.  Therefore, all SSS programs fundamentally work toward 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

25 
 

the same purpose.  Every SSS program must annually evaluate their success on three 

specific student objectives:  

 Persistence from one academic year to the next. 

 Good academic standing. 

 Bachelor degree attainment rate (4-year institutions). 

 Associate degree attainment or transfer to a 4-year institution rate (2-year 

institutions). 

Annual performance reports submitted to the USDE indicate the level to which each 

program has achieved the stated objectives (USDE, n.d.f). 

 Students who are accepted as participants in TRIO SSS programs are permitted 

and encouraged to remain active in the program throughout their college career.  The 

effects of an SSS program on a participant are proportional to the amount of service the 

student obtains from the program (Muraskin, 1997); therefore, high levels of student 

engagement are encouraged and desired in TRIO SSS programs.  Such engagement is 

often fostered through the use of a case management approach to services, allowing 

TRIO SSS personnel to consider the individual needs of each participant and tailor 

services to best fit each student (Muraskin, 1997).  According to Muraskin (1997), 

“Projects that consider each participant’s needs and offer a supportive environment may 

have an advantage independent of the services provided” (p. 10).   

Project Success: The TRIO Student Support Services Program of Midwest Regional 

State University (MRSU) 

 In 2001, MRSU was awarded funds to establish an SSS program on campus.  In 

order to avoid confusion with other offices on campus, the program was titled “Project 
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Success” and is referred to as such by the campus community.  The program has been 

continually funded since that time and serves 170 first-generation, low-income, and/or 

disabled students every academic year.  When Project Success was established at MRSU, 

89% of the 5,651 students were first-generation college students; 58% were low-income; 

and 16% were students with disabilities.  During the most recent competition for funding, 

MRSU still demonstrated considerable need for the program, with a student population 

that is 70% first-generation, 63% low-income, and 8% with disabilities.   

Project Success is situated within the Student Affairs division at MRSU.  The 

division includes the Vice President of Student Affairs and Enrollment Management, the 

Dean of Students, and the directors of the following departments: Admissions, Advising, 

Counseling and Testing, Career Services, Financial Aid, Recreational Services, 

Residence Life, Student Activities, Student Success Center, TRIO programs (including 

Project Success), University Police, and the University Health Center.  The Student 

Affairs division works extensively to promote student retention and success for MRSU 

students.  While Project Success is the only campus program specifically designed to 

support first-generation college students, the high ratio of first-generation students on 

campus means frequent interaction between such students and all campus programs and 

offices. 

Organizational Analysis 

 Prior to the mid-nineteenth century, Americans managed only their own affairs 

before the advent of multiunit business and interconnected organizations.  Since that 

time, explosive growth of such organizations has transformed most activities of daily life 

from individual to collective (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Establishment of organizations 
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created new options in many facets of life but has not been without challenges.  The 

proliferation and resultant challenges of coordinated organizations cultivated a theoretical 

domain in organizational study (Shafritz, Ott, & Jan, 2011) which can be applied to a 

study of federal TRIO SSS programs.  Several models of organizational analysis are 

relevant to the context of TRIO SSS programs, including Bolman and Deal’s (2008) 

structural frame and Weick’s (1976) theory of loosely coupled systems.   

 Centered around rational decision-making, and clearly established goals, roles, 

and coordination, the structural frame can be applied in alternative ways, from reliance 

on tightly structured organizational charts to implementation of more relaxed methods of 

organization (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  The structural frame is concerned with two 

questions: “How do we allocate responsibilities across different units and roles? and…. 

How do we integrate diverse efforts in pursuit of common goals?” (Bolman & Deal, 

2008, p. 47).  Representing one aspect of the structural frame, Weick’s (1976) theory of 

loosely coupled systems posits that the reality of many organizations is based on minimal 

interdependence between units which maintain a unique identity and separateness.  The 

autonomy and uniqueness of units in a loosely coupled organization represents a soft 

structure of organization that, while not rigidly defined, offers a workable model for 

many educational institutions.   

A complicating factor of organizational analysis of TRIO SSS programs is the 

multiplicity of organizational entities within which they exist.  TRIO SSS programs 

originate from the USDE, are housed and operated by institutions of higher education, 

and are supported by a conglomeration of professional educational opportunity 

organizations.  TRIO SSS programs fit within each of these systems and have influence 
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on and are influenced by each of them.  Therefore, this analysis will examine TRIO SSS 

programs at the federal level, TRIO SSS programs at the college or university level, and 

TRIO SSS at Midwest Regional State University.   

TRIO SSS Programs in the USDE Structure 

 The United States Department of Education (USDE) is a complex organization 

tasked with oversight of the nation’s systems of education.  The USDE’s mission is “To 

promote student achievement and preparation for global competitiveness by fostering 

educational excellence and ensuring equal access” (USDE, 2015b).  The responsibilities 

of USDE include (a) establishing policies on federal financial aid for education, and 

distributing as well as monitoring those funds; (b) collecting data on America’s schools 

and disseminating research; (c) focusing national attention on key educational issues; and 

(d) prohibiting discrimination and ensuring equal access to education (USDE, 2015b).   

 Within the USDE are three organizational branches which oversee all functions of 

the Department: Office of the Secretary, Office of the Deputy Secretary, and Office of the 

Under Secretary (USDE, n.d.d).  The three branches oversee a total of 27 offices with 

various purposes (USDE, n.d.d).  Within the Office of the Under Secretary resides the 

Office of Postsecondary Education which houses, among other programs, the Higher 

Education Programs office (USDE, n.d.e).  The Higher Education Programs represent 

multiple service areas, including the Student Service area in which all TRIO programs 

reside (USDE, n.d.e).  The ED has clearly delineated organizational charts and 

descriptions detailing the structure of the department (see figure 1).   

The structural frame.  Bolman and Deal’s (2008) structural frame is easily 

applicable to the situation of SSS programs within the USDE.  The highly structured 
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organization of the USDE ensures that responsibilities are allocated, rules, policies, and 

procedures are in place, and diverse activities are coordinated toward the desired outcome 

as prescribed by the structural frame (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Several assumptions of the 

structural frame can be directly applied in understanding the reliance of TRIO SSS 

programs on formal roles and responsibilities. 

 One such assumption states, “Organizations exist to achieve established goals and 

objectives” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 47).  Beginning at the top of the USDE hierarchy, 

goals and objectives are easily identifiable for each subdivision of the department through 

the examination of legislation, regulations, mission statements, established 

responsibilities, and purpose statements.  Goals and objectives for each division are 

clearly designed to promote the USDE’s overall mission of student achievement.  TRIO 

programs were established through the Higher Education Act (HEA), the initial portion 

of which decrees that the Secretary of Education will establish grant programs (TRIO) 

that will identify, prepare, and support individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds in 

the pursuit of higher education (Higher Education Act of 1965, 2008).  According to the 

HEA of 1965 (2008):  

The Secretary shall, in accordance with the provisions of this division, carry out a 

program of making grants and contracts designed to identify qualified individuals 

from disadvantaged backgrounds, to prepare them for a program of postsecondary 

education, to provide support services for such students who are pursuing 

programs of postsecondary education, to motivate and prepare students for 

doctoral programs, and to train individuals serving or preparing for service in 

programs and projects so designed. (p. 1) 
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Figure 1. Organizational chart of the United States Department of Education.  The chart 

represents the coordinating structure of all offices within the department (USDE, n.d.g). 
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 A second assumption of the structural frame states that “Organizations increase 

efficiency and enhance performance through specialization and appropriate division of 

labor” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 47).  Specialization and division of labor are apparent as 

each TRIO program is addressed individually within the HEA to establish programmatic 

purpose.  Specifically, SSS programs are addressed in the HEA as follows: 

The Secretary shall carry out a program to be known as student support services 

which shall be designed—  

(1) to increase college retention and graduation rates for eligible students;  

(2) to increase the transfer rates of eligible students from 2-year to 4-year 

institutions;  

(3) to foster an institutional climate supportive of the success of students 

who are limited English proficient, students from groups that are traditionally 

underrepresented in postsecondary education, students with disabilities, 

students who are homeless children and youths (as such term is defined in 

section 11434a of title 42), students who are in foster care or are aging out of 

the foster care system, or other disconnected students; and  

(4) to improve the financial literacy and economic literacy of students, 

including—  

(A) basic personal income, household money management, and financial 

planning skills; and  

(B) basic economic decision-making skills. (Higher Education Act of 

1965, 2008, p. 19) 
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In addition to the federal law which created and defines the family of TRIO programs, the 

USDE has established regulations and guidance documents which further outline the 

structure of TRIO programs.  These include program regulations which are published in 

the Federal Register, the Code of Federal Regulations, Education Department General 

Administrative Regulations, and Office of Management and Budget Grants Circulars 

(USDE, n.d.d).   

The detailed oversight of TRIO programs through law and regulations is 

indicative of the structural frame assumptions regarding both achievement of goals and 

objectives and specialization and division of labor.  Bolman and Deal (2008) described 

structure as the blueprint for the workplace that details expectations and exchanges 

between both internal and external participants; structure also ensures predictability, 

uniformity, and reliability.  By detailing the structure and function of TRIO programs 

through multiple means, the USDE eliminates problems of quality that may arise without 

direct, specific regulations.   

Loosely coupled systems.  Many theories of organization point to the need for 

structure in the form of rational, orderly and efficient operations; however, this narrow 

view fails to account for the realities of many organizations that function through means 

considered unconventional by organizational theorists (Weick, 1976).  Weick’s 1976 

article challenged the prevailing concepts behind organizations and presented an 

alternative view of organizations, and educational organizations in particular, as loosely 

coupled systems.  Weick (1976) posited that “soft” structures exist within complex 

organizations that exhibit minimal interdependence yet maintain orderliness and function. 
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 While the USDE authorizes and establishes the structure of the multiple offices 

and programs within the department, the primary mechanism employed by ED is that of 

authority, or the “positions, offices, responsibilities, opportunities, rewards, and 

sanctions” (Weick, 1976, p. 4) that it holds in relation to all elements within the 

organization.  This authority is but one piece of the organizational whole, while the other 

is described as the technical core, or the task-related elements of an organization (Weick, 

1976).  While Weick posited that these two mechanisms are not what hold educational 

organizations together, Mintzberg (1979) took that stance further and described the 

divergence of the two, stating: 

Every organized human activity-from the making of pots to the placing of a man 

on the moon-gives rise to two fundamental and opposing requirements: the 

division of labor into various tasks to be performed and the coordination of these 

tasks to accomplish the activity. (p. 2) 

 The technical core of TRIO SSS programs varies considerably in structure from 

the authority (the USDE).  Whereas the USDE has laws, regulations, organizational 

charts, and detailed oversight of the offices within its structure, the technical core of 

TRIO SSS programs operates with great autonomy and flexibility.  Each individual TRIO 

SSS program is selected based on the grant proposal submitted during funding 

competitions; the proposal document provides the framework for the design and 

implementation of each program and projects are held accountable for “implementing 

regulations established through federal legislation and the Department of Education” 

(Chaney, Muraskin, Cahalan, & Rak, 1997, p. 166).  While programs must adhere to the 

legislation and regulations pertaining to TRIO SSS programs, there is wide latitude given 
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in methods used to accomplish program objectives.  Programmatic autonomy as this 

demonstrates the loose coupling of TRIO SSS programs as the diverse means ultimately 

leads to the same ends – accomplished objectives.  Weick (1976) likened the concept of 

means and ends to loosely coupled systems by simply stating that there are “alternative 

pathways to achieve the same end” (p. 4).  A report commissioned by the USDE 

evaluating the success of TRIO SSS programs states 

SSS projects have great latitude to custom-design their services to fit the 

particular needs of the institution. They thus vary considerably in terms of which 

specific services are offered through SSS and how they are organized. There is no 

single “SSS experience” that describes the participation of all SSS students. All 

SSS projects provide academic advising as one of their services (although even 

here there is great variation in the amount of academic advising received), while 

they vary greatly with respect to offering other services such as tutoring, labs, 

workshops, special instructional courses, and services specifically for students 

with disabilities. (Chaney, 2010, p. xi) 

 The highly structured natured of the USDE compared to the relative autonomy in 

which individual TRIO SSS programs operates seemingly coincides with Mintzberg’s 

claim that organized activities experience opposing requirements.  However, applying the 

concepts of loosely coupled systems allows examination through a different lens.  

Loosely coupled systems allow adaptation at the local level, where the environment is 

better understood and program design can be tailored for unique circumstances (Weick, 

1976).  Furthermore, the loose structure of TRIO SSS programs at the local level means 

that the larger organization, the USDE, is not responsible for responding to every change 
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that occurs in the environment where programs are carried out.  It is unlikely that the 

USDE has the capacity to do so; utilizing a loosely coupled structure allows such 

response to be handled locally.  Through the use of structured organization at the federal 

level and the flexibility of autonomy at the local level, TRIO SSS program are provided 

the blueprints for building a program, but are allowed the choice of building techniques 

in completing the project.   

TRIO SSS in Higher Education Institutions 

 Just as TRIO SSS programs have a place in the structure of the USDE, they also 

have a place in the structure of the college or university system in which they operate.  

The USDE provides lengthy, detailed guidance to TRIO SSS programs through 

legislation and regulations, yet it provides very little guidance on actual program 

activities and placement of the program within an institution’s organizational structure.  

In fact, the United States Office of Management and Budget briefly described the latitude 

afforded institutions in designing TRIO SSS programs, stating, “Each institution, 

possessing its own unique combination of staff, facilities, and experience, should be 

encouraged to conduct research and educational activities in a manner consonant with its 

own academic philosophies and institutional objectives” (The White House, 2014, para. 

9).  While TRIO SSS programs are clearly situated within the structure of the USDE, 

there is ambiguity regarding the placement of individual programs within their host 

institutions and their coordination with other institutional departments.  

 The structural frame. One tenet of the structural frame is that the proper 

arrangement of formal roles allows an organization to meet both the collective goals of 

the organization as well as accommodating individual differences; this assertion is 
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reflected in another of the formal assumptions of the structural frame which states that 

“Suitable forms of coordination and control ensure that diverse efforts of individuals and 

units mesh” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 47).  While the USDE established the goals and 

objectives of TRIO SSS programs, individual programs must also align with the host 

institution’s mission, values, and goals.  Unfortunately, institutions of higher education 

typically have vague goals and rarely have one unified mission (Baldridge & Deal, 1983). 

Structurally, the institution must still determine how the various groups on campus, 

including TRIO SSS programs, are organized into working units (Bolman & Deal, 2008).   

 One structural challenge for TRIO SSS programs is that they represent a group 

that is established around a specific type of student (first-generation, low-income, and 

disabled) and target those students exclusively.  Typically, however, higher education 

institutions are grouped based on knowledge or skill (academic units, admissions, etc.) 

which can make placement of TRIO SSS programs problematic (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  

A highly specialized unit, a TRIO SSS program represents a challenge in that the efforts 

of SSS personnel and the focus of the program may not mesh well with other units and 

may differ from the university mission.  SSS programs must be viewed in the context of 

the wider institutional environment in which they are operating, including the overall 

institutional climate and policies toward disadvantaged students, in determining their 

appropriate placement within the institutional structure (Chaney, et al., 1997). 

 Another structural assumption accounts for the environmental conditions in which 

an organization operates, stating “Structures must be designed to fit an organization’s 

current circumstances” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 47).  Additionally, the structural frame 

posits that specialization and division of labor contributes to the efficiency and 
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effectiveness of an organization (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  TRIO SSS programs are 

funded based on the institution’s ability to prove a need for services among underserved 

students served by the institution.  Evidence of such need speaks to the current 

circumstances of the organization and implementation of a TRIO SSS program facilitates 

the specialization necessary to efficiently and effectively work with first-generation, low-

income, and disabled student populations.  Because institutions of higher education are 

typically organized based on knowledge or skills as opposed to specific student groups, 

each institution much determine the most appropriate placement of a TRIO SSS program 

within the organizational hierarchy.   

 Loosely coupled systems.  A critical consideration in organizational structure is 

determining the arrangement of numerous units that will “hold an organization together 

without holding it back” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 75).  Too little structure threatens the 

ability of an organization to achieve its mission; too much structure stifles the ability of 

professionals to utilize their skill and expertise in serving the organization’s clientele 

(Baldridge & Deal, 1983; Bolman & Deal, 2008; Kirst-Ashman, 2011; Weick, 1976).  

TRIO SSS programs are uniquely positioned in this regard.  The USDE legislation and 

regulations provide enough latitude to allow programs to be placed within the 

organizational structure as the institution sees fit while at the same time establishing 

detailed requirements for programmatic design that protect TRIO SSS programs from 

structural arrangements that prohibit the program from serving students as intended.   

Despite the protections of USDE legislation and regulations, TRIO SSS programs, like 

any organization, are not immune to the environment in which they exist (Kirst-Ashman, 

2011).   
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Educational institutions have long been considered an example of loosely coupled 

environments, demonstrating high levels of decentralization and low levels of 

coordination and control (Ingersoll, 1993).  Such circumstances do not, however, 

discount the effects of the institutional environment on the subsystems within an 

organization.  Rather, units or subsystems within an institution retain their own identity 

and separateness while at the same time being responsive to one another (Weick, 1976).  

This loose yet responsive arrangement of institutional subsystems is ideal for the 

integration of TRIO SSS programs.  According to Chaney’s 2010 study of SSS programs, 

the most successful programs shared common characteristics including a strong 

institutional commitment to the objectives of the program, and full understanding by 

administrative and academic departments of the project.  Full understanding by a host 

institution should include an understanding of the USDE legislation and regulations 

governing the SSS program as well as the need for unobtrusive oversight that promotes 

the specialized work with first-generation, low-income, and disabled students.   

TRIO SSS at Midwest Regional State University 

 MRSU’s TRIO SSS program is situated within the Student Affairs Division of the 

university.  The program director is responsible for oversight of the program and reports 

directly to the vice president of student affairs (VPSA), who reports directly to the 

president.  The VPSA oversees coordination between key student affairs offices, 

including TRIO SSS.  The project director meets monthly with the VPSA and is a 

member of Administrative Council, which is comprised of all directors, program heads, 

department heads, and upper administration of the university.  In addition to the formal 

structural and reporting relationships between the SSS program and institutional 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

39 
 

administration, the program director also collaborates with key staff members and 

administrators, including the director of advising, the director of counseling, the financial 

aid office, the disability services coordinator, the student success center, admissions, the 

treasurer’s office, and career services. 

 Project Success employs a full-time director to oversee program operations, two 

full-time professional advisors to provide advising and coaching on academic, personal, 

and career matters, and a full-time administrative assistant to provide administrative 

support and office management.  In addition, the program employs multiple part-time 

tutors to provide individualized academic tutoring services, and five student 

representatives.  Student representatives are current upper division Project Success 

participants who are selected by the Project Success staff to assist in various events, 

provide outreach to other program participants, and assist in program recruiting.   

 MRSU’s commitment to Project Success is strong and the program is fully 

integrated into the campus culture.  During the most recent grant competition in which 

specific commitments were sought from various university departments and individuals, 

the university president’s commitment included  

autonomy and decision-making authority for the Project Director; access to 

administrators and staff, including key decision-makers, assistance with the 

coordination of resources and Project activities; assistance with information 

dissemination about the Project’s goals, objectives, and activities; office space for 

SSS staff; use of University facilities for SSS activities.   
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Institutional support included similar commitments from over thirty university 

departments and individuals, including multiple administrative members, deans, 

department heads, and directors.   

  Structurally, while the university maintains a hierarchy of authority, lateral 

coordination allows for the autonomy and specialization necessary for the success of a 

TRIO SSS program.  Lateral techniques provide an informal, flexible system in which 

operations are often simpler and quicker than a more structured system based on dictates 

and rules (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Lateral techniques include meetings, task forces, 

coordinated roles, and networks, while vertical techniques rely on the use of formal roles, 

authority, rules and policies with those in positions of authority responsible for decision 

making, evaluation, problem solving and strategic planning (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  

According to Bolman and Deal (2008), “Organizations have to use both vertical and 

horizontal procedures for coordination.  The optimal blend of the two depends on the 

unique challenges in given situation” (p. 60).  Project Success operates within the dictates 

of the university’s formal structure, which relies primarily on vertical techniques while at 

the same time coordinating laterally with multiple departments on campus to implement 

programmatic services.   

Leadership Analysis 

Because of the autonomy granted to TRIO SSS programs by the USDE and the 

loosely coupled nature of higher education institutions, TRIO SSS programs necessitate 

strong leadership.  TRIO leaders have to be generalists, with the ability to provide direct 

services to students, manage a team of professional personnel, and interact as part of the 

administrative structure of the institution.  The Council for Advancement of Standards 
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(CAS) in Higher Education establishes professional standards for student affairs, student 

services, and student development programs to enhance student learning.  Among the 

standards that have been included for TRIO programs includes criteria for organization 

and leadership in TRIO programs.  According to the CAS standards, TRIO programs 

should “promote environments that provide opportunities for student learning, 

development, and engagement”, “facilitate continuous development, implementation, and 

assessment of program effectiveness and goal attainment congruent with institutional 

mission and strategic plans”, and “encourage and support collaboration with colleagues 

and departments across the institution” (Council for the Advancement of Standards, 

2014, p. 10).   

A study of best practices among TRIO SSS programs found that “the variation in 

background, education, and experience among staffs of successful projects suggests that 

there is no one optimal background for an SSS staff member” (Muraskin, 1997, p. 40).  

The background, education, and experience of staff in SSS programs are quite diverse.  

The broad requirements of TRIO SSS leaders and the diverse makeup of TRIO personnel 

necessitate examination of leadership in TRIO SSS programs through an expansive lens.  

The skills approach to leadership provides a structure for understanding the nature of 

effective leadership, rather than providing specific leadership instructions and focuses on 

the basic skills that an individual must develop in order to lead successfully.  Those 

include technical skills, human skills, and conceptual skills (Northouse, 2013).  The skills 

approach suggests that a leader’s effectiveness is a result of learning relevant knowledge 

and developing specific skills that result in the production of the organization’s primary 

output (Northouse, 2013; Rowe & Guerro, 2013).  Consideration of the technical, human, 
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and conceptual skill sets in relation to leadership in TRIO SSS will be further examined 

here. 

Technical Skills 

 According to Northouse (2013), “Technical skill is knowledge about and 

proficiency in a specified type of work or activity” (p. 44).  For TRIO SSS programs that 

aim to provide comprehensive support to underrepresented students, the specialized work 

required of program leaders includes competency in multiple skills applied in the 

provision of program services to participants and oversight of the program as a whole.  In 

addition, knowledge of TRIO legislation and regulations that govern programmatic 

design is vital for effective leadership decision-making.  According to Muraskin (1997): 

Though they may have been hired for their skills at counseling or instruction, 

most SSS project directors (and other staff) must also administer staff, authorize 

purchases and keep track of budgets, maintain student files, coordinate with other 

providers, evaluate their own performance, and do all the paperwork necessary to 

demonstrate compliance to institutional and federal officials. (p. 16-17) 

Such broad responsibility requires that project directors be competent in activities 

specific to the TRIO SSS program, policy, procedures, and mission of the hosting 

institution, and regulations of the USDE.   

Knowledge of program services.  TRIO SSS programs are typically operated 

with small staffs, often utilizing three full-time professional staff and one full-time 

administrative staff (Muraskin, 1997).  Despite the small staff size, TRIO SSS programs 

are required by the ED to provide comprehensive support services to students, including 

academic advising, tutoring, career advising, personal counseling, financial aid education 
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and assistance, financial literacy education, graduate school preparation and advising, and 

transfer counseling (USDE, n.d.b).  As a result of small staff size and extensive service 

offerings, project directors not only lead TRIO SSS programs but also act as direct 

service providers for students.  Therefore, knowledge and proficiency in the various 

service offerings are essential for leaders in TRIO SSS programs. 

Knowledge of administrative functions.  Project directors are responsible for a 

number of administrative duties within TRIO SSS programs.  Broadly speaking, project 

directors are responsible for oversight of the day-to-day and long-term operations of the 

program.  Project leaders must have the technical skills to manage large budgets, evaluate 

applicants for eligibility and academic need, maintain proper documentation of program 

operations, ensure compliance with record-keeping and confidentiality regulations, and 

compile and submit annual performance reports.  As a specialized unit within an 

institution of higher education, TRIO SSS programs are responsible for staff training, a 

responsibility which is typically assigned to the director.  In addition to training, 

supervision and evaluation of staff is a required responsibility of TRIO SSS leaders.   

Knowledge of institutional operation.  While TRIO SSS programs are granted 

significant autonomy in program design and delivery, such autonomy must be exercised 

within the context of a higher education institution.  According to the USDE, 

“Institutions incorporating TRIO SSS programs should be encouraged to conduct 

research and educational activities in a manner consonant with its own academic 

philosophies and institutional objectives” (The White House, 2014, para. 9).  Increasingly 

complex college environments today encompass both cognitive (academic) and affective 

(personal development) endeavors, offering traditional academics as well as 
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developmental programs and student services (Chaney, et al., 1997).  The diverse 

activities of modern institutions are typically organized into academic affairs units and 

student affairs units respectively (American College Personnel Association, 2008).  The 

expansive services offered by TRIO SSS programs span both the academic and student 

affairs divisions, and therefore must be designed and implemented giving consideration 

to the specific policies, philosophies, and cultures of both divisions of the institution.  In 

addition, consideration for the overarching mission, vision, values, and goals of the host 

institution must be incorporated into the design of TRIO SSS program services.  As such, 

project leaders must have a well-developed knowledge of the multifaceted environment 

of their individual institution.     

Knowledge of TRIO legislation and regulations.  Despite the relative autonomy 

granted TRIO SSS programs in design and implementation of services, legislation and 

regulations mandate certain aspects of project operations, including annual performance 

reporting, eligibility criteria, budgetary allowances, program objectives and required and 

optional service offerings (Chaney, 2010; Chaney et al., 1997; USDE, n.d.b).  TRIO SSS 

regulations stipulate that grantee institutions oversee program functioning and ensure 

compliance with various federal legislation and regulations that pertain to the program.  

As such, TRIO SSS programs employ full-time directors who are appointed as the party 

responsible for grant oversight.  In order to meet federal requirements and guarantee 

continued funding for TRIO SSS programs, project directors must establish a working 

knowledge of applicable program requirements. 
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Human Skills 

 Human, or interpersonal skills, are those that relate to an individual’s ability to 

work with people.  These abilities include knowledge about human behavior, group 

operation, communication skills, and awareness of self and others (Northouse, 2013; 

Rowe & Guerro, 2013).  Such skills are derived from knowledge in multiple areas, 

including knowledge of behavior (motives, attitudes, and feelings), communication skills, 

and group functioning and applying those skills to human interactions within the 

organizational setting (Rowe & Guerro, 2013).  “People skills” allow a leader to work 

effectively with a variety of individuals, including subordinates, peers, and superiors.  For 

TRIO SSS leaders, the ability to work with student participants, subordinate program 

employees, peer mid-level managers, and upper institution administration is vital to the 

success of the program.  Accomplishing the organization’s goals, for TRIO SSS leaders, 

means facilitating success of not only the goals of student participants and the SSS 

program, but also the goals of the institution as a whole.     

 Human skills with student participants.  When asked about the reason behind 

TRIO SSS programs success, student participants and administrators alike state that the 

caring staff are the critical piece of the puzzle (Muraskin, 1997).  Many TRIO SSS 

programs utilize a case management style approach to provision of services to students, 

which offers attentive consideration of participant’s individualized needs (Muraskin, 

1997).  Such an approach requires that all TRIO SSS staff members have well-developed 

interpersonal skills in designing an effective approach in working with individual project 

participants.  Additionally, integration into the collegiate setting, both socially and 

academically, is a vital component to college success (Graham, 2011; Tinto, 1993).  For 
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first-generation students, the need for connection is especially salient and can be fulfilled 

through participation in a TRIO SSS program. Additionally, TRIO SSS participants who 

report higher usage of campus services (including SSS program participation) are more 

likely to remain enrolled in higher education (Chaney et al., 1997).  In order to facilitate 

positive relationships with students that promote integration and to encourage frequent 

participation, TRIO SSS staff members, including those serving as leaders, must 

demonstrate strong interpersonal skills.   

 Human skills with subordinates and peers.  With limited budgets and small 

staffs, TRIO SSS programs depend on the knowledge and dedication of passionate staff 

members and effective teamwork as their primary resources in meeting program 

objectives (Chaney et al., 1997; Muraskin, 1997).  Historically, TRIO SSS program 

personnel have demonstrated lower rates of job burnout and higher rates of job 

satisfaction than other similar helping professions; it has been hypothesized that this is a 

result of unique bond that TRIO SSS personnel have with those they work with (Brewer 

& Clippard, 2002).  In order to cultivate such an environment, TRIO SSS leaders must 

encourage productive teamwork.  One of the necessities of a successful team is a shared 

sense of trust among team members (Lencioni, 2002; Northouse, 2013).   

 Another vital element of success in any organization is a leader who is sensitive to 

the needs and motivations of those for whom they have supervisory oversight.  Leaders 

who possess human skills have the ability to “create an atmosphere of trust where 

employees can feel comfortable and secure and where they can feel encouraged to 

become involved in the planning of things that will affect them” (Northouse, 2013, p. 45).  

TRIO SSS programs are no exception and should ideally be led by individuals who 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

47 
 

possess the ability to develop a sense of trust within the SSS team and encourage the 

enthusiastic participation of all staff members.   

Human skills with superiors and the institution. Human skills “enable a leader 

to influence team or group members to work together to accomplish organizational goals 

and objectives” (Rowe & Guerro, 2013, p. 82).  TRIO SSS leaders are given authority 

over their programs through the USDE as well as through the administration of the 

institution in which they operate.  However, that authority also comes with responsibility 

to the institution in addition to the TRIO SSS program.  Drucker’s (2004/2011) depiction 

of leadership claims that:  

Effective executives know that they have ultimate responsibility, which can 

neither be shared nor delegated.  But they have authority only because they have 

the trust of the organization.  This means that they think of the needs and the 

opportunities of the organization before they think of their own needs and 

opportunities. (p. 35-36) 

In higher education settings, TRIO SSS staff members share the same responsibilities as 

faculty members and administrators for creating conditions that are prime for student 

engagement and success (ACPA, 2008).  While TRIO SSS programs have distinct 

objectives defined by the USDE, individual higher education institutions are likely to 

have more expansive and diversified missions, goals, and objectives.  Therefore, it is vital 

for TRIO SSS leaders to demonstrate to administration the ways in which their program 

contributes to institutional outcomes.  Additionally, leaders must have an awareness of 

the external influences (which may originate in institutional policy) that lie outside of the 
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immediate vicinity of the TRIO SSS program but are influential in the continued 

operations of the program.    

 The skills approach to leadership suggests that human skill includes the ability to 

be aware of the perspectives and sensitive to the needs of others (Northouse, 2013).  

Historically, project directors of successful TRIO SSS programs are well-known and 

respected by the administration of their institution and work closely with members of 

administration and academic units in their host institution (Chaney et al., 1997; Muraskin, 

1997).  Developing awareness of the perspectives and needs of others within the 

institution and establishing a relationship of respect with institutional administration 

serves TRIO SSS leaders well in promoting the success of their own programs while also 

furthering the institution’s mission.   

Conceptual Skills 

 Conceptual skills involve “the ability to work with ideas and concepts” 

(Northouse, 2013, p. 46).  In higher education settings, this may include the ability to 

discuss the ideology behind an institution’s mission, to understand principles that 

influence student engagement and learning, and develop strategic plans to move the 

institution toward its goals.  Furthermore, conceptual skills involve one’s ability to view 

an organization as a whole with interdependent pieces (Katz, 1974).  Institutions of 

higher education are complex systems with numerous divisions, departments, programs 

and services that contribute specialized knowledge and skills to the overall operation of 

the organization in full.  One’s conceptual ability allows for the application of ideas, 

theories, hypothesis, and concepts in the consideration of the organization as a whole and 

consideration of individual units in decision-making.   
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For TRIO SSS programs, vital conceptual skills are those that promote and 

increase the success of underrepresented student populations.  Not only must TRIO SSS 

leaders develop technical skills that allow them to complete the day-to-day duties of the 

program and human skills to work with a multiplicity of people within their institution, 

but they must also develop conceptual skills to effectively design and implement services 

that are relevant to the student populations that they serve.  Including knowledge of adult 

learning and motivation and factors that contribute to the challenges and success of first-

generation college students in programmatic design is an essential skill for TRIO SSS 

leaders.  Muraskin’s 1997 study of best practices in TRIO SSS programs suggests that 

successful programs have leaders and staff members who are knowledgeable regarding 

theories of student success, institutional integration, motivation, adult learning, and life 

experiences of college students.  Utilizing research-informed practice, in which services 

and interventions are designed and implemented based on practices that have been 

determined to be effective, requires conceptual ability on the part of the TRIO SSS leader 

in the interpretation and application of research findings and theories to programmatic 

design and practice.   

In utilizing research-based practices in their direct work with program 

participants, TRIO SSS leaders must apply such practices in a manner that aligns with the 

mission and vision of the host institution.  Institutions of higher education are synergistic 

organizations that thrive or die based not on the individual function of isolated units, but 

rather on the basis of interaction between all parts (Kofman & Senge, 1993).  Such an 

environment requires that TRIO SSS leaders have the ability to conceptualize an idea or 

practice with consideration of both the TRIO SSS program and the institution as a whole.   
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Finally, conceptual skills are important for securing a place at the administrative 

planning table for TRIO SSS leaders.  Conceptual skills, while important in all levels of 

management, are most vital for members at the top levels of management (Northouse, 

2013); specifically, the administration in higher education settings.  Research confirms 

that TRIO SSS programs that have staff members and directors who are well known and 

integrated into the administrative structure of the institution and demonstrate regular 

involvement in campus initiative and committees are highly successful (Chaney et al., 

1997; Mahoney, 1998; Muraskin, 1997).  Opportunities to engage in administrative 

activities will be enhanced for TRIO SSS leaders who demonstrate the ability to apply 

conceptual thinking.   

Implications for Research in the Practitioner Setting 

 The significance of this study lies in contributions to both research and practice 

related to the success of first-generation college students.  The study will further develop 

the understanding of first-generation college students through examination of the power 

and load variables of traditional and nontraditional first-generation college students and 

how such variables differentially affect their experiences in higher education.  The 

research will provide insight into an unexplored area of student success and inform 

practitioners of the multiplicity of factors that influence student experience and success in 

higher education.  Finally, the study will provide practitioners with insight into the ways 

in which TRIO SSS programs influence the power of traditional and nontraditional first-

generation program participants.   

 

 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

51 
 

Research 

Unfortunately, research relating to TRIO SSS programs is relatively limited.  

Perhaps as a result of the autonomy granted in designing the specifics of individual TRIO 

SSS programs, research related to TRIO SSS programs is primarily found in government 

commissioned reports.  Additionally, there is little that gives consideration to the 

differences between traditional and non-traditional first-generation students.  This study 

will serve to address both literature gaps, and has significance for both TRIO SSS 

programs and institutions of higher education. 

The Council for Opportunity in Education (COE) is a nonprofit organization that 

partners with colleges, universities, and agencies that host TRIO programs.  COE is 

composed of more than 1,000 individual colleges and agencies and includes ten member 

associations that hold similar purposes (COE, n.d.b.).  The mission of COE is to further 

“the expansion of college opportunities for low-income, first-generation students, 

veterans and students with disabilities…” (COE, n.d.c., para. 1).  COE has among its 

goals to position the organization as a “thought leader in the field of college access and 

success” (COE, n.d.c., para. 12).  COE plans to accomplish this goal, in part, through 

publishing and disseminating research on college access, retention, graduation, and best 

practices to raise awareness of factors leading to student success among its partner 

agencies and the larger community (COE, n.d.c.).  This study will serve as an example of 

such research as it will address factors that relate to student success and practices within 

TRIO SSS programs that facilitate student success.  COE’s stance on promoting research 

among its member associations is a positive opportunity for the results of the study to be 

shared across TRIO programs.   
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The MRSU setting will also impact the study in several important ways.  Project 

Success will provide access to an identified group of first-generation college students as 

potential study participants.  Representative of the MRSU student population, Project 

Success tends to have a high number of participants that are nontraditional, allowing for 

an adequate number of both traditional and nontraditional study participants.  

Furthermore, as is the case with many TRIO SSS projects, the staff of Project Success 

has established positive, trusting relationships with student participants, which will be 

conducive to encouraging student participation in the study.  Additionally, the study is 

backed by the MRSU administration, which has written a letter of support and permission 

for the study.   

Although the setting is advantageous to the study in many ways, it is not without 

challenges.  While Project Success will provide access to desirable study participants, 

access does not guarantee participation.  Because the study will require a time 

commitment from students, engaging them in the project may be challenging.  

Furthermore, Project Success services a relatively limited portion of the MRSU 

population (maximum of 170 students per academic year) which means that the pool of 

potential participants is relatively small.  In order to address these challenges, several 

participation incentives have been put in place including entry in a drawing for financial 

reward and the opportunity to earn a contact point required for continued membership in 

Project Success, as pledged by the current Project Success Director.   

Research related to first-generation college students typically has given attention 

to factors relating to their preparation for and experience in the collegiate environment, as 

well as statistical studies of their academic performance and success in higher education.  
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However, few if any studies have considered the differences between traditional and 

nontraditional first-generation students.  This study will contribute to the extant literature 

by deepening the understanding of a large segment of the college population and the 

diversity that exists within the first-generation college student population.   

Practice 

This study will provide an interpretation of a conceptual framework - McClusky’s 

theory of margin - for application in a TRIO SSS program.  The study will likely be the 

first to apply the theory of margin in a study of TRIO programs and first-generation 

college students, contributing a unique interpretation of the theory to the literature.  Study 

results will be beneficial for personnel of the TRIO SSS program at MRSU in designing 

services appropriate to meet the needs of program participants.  Furthermore, because of 

the high number of first-generation students on the MRSU campus, study results will be 

of value to MRSU administration as the results can be generalized to the full first-

generation student population on campus.  Such information can assist administration in 

the design and implementation of potential interventions and services for first-generation 

students across campus.   

Ideally, the research results will be embraced by the administration of the 

institution; however, there are several potential challenges to such an outcome.  First, 

because the study will be conducted within the confines of a highly specialized TRIO 

SSS program that serves a relatively limited portion of the total student population, 

MRSU administration may not view the results as relevant across the full institution.  

Second, the situation of Project Success within the student affairs division of MRSU may 

limit the credibility of the study with the academic affairs division of MRSU.  Finally, 
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MRSU’s approach to both first-generation and nontraditional students may pose a 

challenge to the application of study results.  Despite serving high numbers of both 

student groups, MRSU has demonstrated relatively little initiative in addressing their 

needs.  Currently, MRSU does not actively track the portion of their student population 

that is first-generation and/or nontraditional (estimates are derived from financial aid 

documents) and outside of the externally funded TRIO SSS program does not facilitate 

any support programs for either group.  As a result, there may be limited interest in the 

study results by MRSU administration.   

Fortunately, there are also strengths within the MRSU setting which will facilitate 

the potential dissemination and use of study results.  The Project Success director reports 

directly to the Vice President of Academic Affairs, providing easy access to a high-level 

administrator with which to share and discuss possible implementation of study findings.  

The strong institutional commitment to Project Success from the MRSU president and 

other campus community members will likely increase opportunities for consideration 

and implementation of relevant findings to the campus.  The Project Success program 

also has positive working relationships with multiple other offices on campus, offering 

ample opportunities to share study findings among other campus areas that interact with 

MRSU students.  The study results can potentially increase the technical skills of not only 

the Project Success staff, but also staff members across various MRSU departments.   

Although the study includes data from only one TRIO SSS program, the study 

will examine students that fit a profile common among all TRIO SSS programs – that of a 

first-generation college student.  The study results can be utilized in training and 

continuing education purposes for TRIO SSS personnel in order to develop a more 
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explicit understanding of first-generation college students.  This understanding will allow 

for services that are tailored specifically to fit the needs of TRIO SSS participants based 

on what is determined to be common or unique power and load variables among the two 

groups (traditional and nontraditional).  TRIO programs are supported by regional 

professional organizations comprised of individuals working in TRIO and other college 

access and opportunity programs.  These organizations work to further the cause of 

underrepresented students in higher education and frequently host professional 

conferences, seminars, and workshops at which TRIO professionals share best practices 

and research findings from their program experience.  These organizations present 

supportive opportunities for research findings from this study to be disseminated to other 

TRIO professionals.   

Results from this study may also be generalized to the broader collegiate 

environment.  While the findings of the study will be derived from data gathered from 

first-generation college students participating in a TRIO SSS program, the characteristics 

of participants in the study and the influence of their participation in a support program is 

relevant on a wider scale.  First-generation college students represent approximately one-

quarter of the college student population (Engle & Tinto, 2008), however TRIO only 

serves about one-fifth of those students (USDE, 2008).  This leaves a vast number of 

first-generation students that will rely on support services outside of the realm of TRIO 

SSS programs.  TRIO SSS programs do not hold the market on supporting first-

generation college students and the results of this study will bear relevance to any 

institutional initiative to support the college aspirations and needs of first-generation 

college students.   
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Summary 

  Leveling the playing field in higher education is an ambitious task that has been 

underway since the initiation of the War on Poverty in 1964.  President Johnson believed 

in opportunity through education and through his initiative came the birth of the Higher 

Education Act and the creation of federal TRIO programs.  Continuity and expansion of 

the HEA and TRIO demonstrates the nation’s desire for educational equality.  TRIO SSS 

programs, through outreach to economically disadvantaged students, assist in completion 

of postsecondary education by employing intensive support services for program 

participants.  Since 2001, Project Success has operated one such program for students at 

MRSU.   

 Analysis of TRIO SSS programs reveals a multifaceted structural organization.  

TRIO SSS programs reside within the USDE, which oversees all aspects of the US 

education system, but at the local level they also function within individual colleges and 

are supported by professional organizations.  Bolman and Deal’s (2008) structural frame, 

with an emphasis on goals, objectives, efficiency, and division of labor mirrors the 

federal legislation and regulations that guide TRIO SSS programs.  Such structure 

provides the necessary oversight to ensure that quality programs are available for eligible 

students.   

At the same time, TRIO SSS programs do not fit the traditional mold of more 

conventional organizations, but rather operate within softer structures of the complex 

collegiate environment.  Rather than dictate how TRIO SSS programs are situated and 

facilitated within their host institutions, the USDE provides the structural framework but 

grants programmatic autonomy in the methods employed to accomplish program 
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objectives.  Such adaptation at the local level is a tenet of the theory of loosely coupled 

systems, which purports that the environment is best understood by local practitioners 

and should rely on such knowledge for tailoring programs to the unique characteristics 

present.  The federal government provides the blueprints for TRIO SSS programs, but the 

programs themselves choose the most appropriate building methods. 

Just as there is no one optimal design for a TRIO SSS program, no one leadership 

approach can guarantee a successful program.  However, certain skills are necessary to 

administer a program.  The skills approach to leadership provides a relevant lens through 

which to examine TRIO SSS leadership and includes consideration of technical, human, 

and conceptual skills.  Technical skills necessary in leading TRIO SSS programs include 

knowledge of governing regulations, institutional operations, administrative functions, 

and diverse skills in supporting disadvantaged students.  Human skills allow for the 

effective work with students, peers, subordinates, superiors, and the host institution, and 

include the ability to work collaboratively, communicate effectively, and understand 

human behavior.  Conceptual skills allow for consideration of ideas and concepts in order 

to develop effective and relevant services to disadvantaged students.  In addition, 

conceptual skills help secure a spot for TRIO leaders at the table with administration. 

Ultimately, this study will contribute to both the literature and the direct practice 

of TRIO SSS programs as well as any other initiatives geared toward assisting first-

generation college students.  The study will also contribute to the literature regarding 

application of the theory of margin.  From a practitioner standpoint, the study will assist 

in the development of evidence-based practices with first-generation college students that 
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can be applied in TRIO SSS programs as well as be generalized across the broader 

college environment.   
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Introduction to Scholarly Review 

Changes in the purpose of postsecondary education, increased access to higher 

education, and an increasingly complex job market have created institutions that are 

accessible to first-generation college students; yet success in these institutions is often 

unattainable for those who are the first in their family to attend college.  While first-

generation college students are still a minority on college campuses, they represent nearly 

a quarter of the undergraduate population (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Support programs 

established to promote college persistence and completion for first-generation college 

students emerged as a result of increased access to higher education, yet the needle on 

college completion for first-generation college students has scarcely moved in the past 

four decades.  Low rates of college completion among a continually increasing student 

population have led to extensive study of the multiple aspects of the college experience 

for first-generation college students.   

In addition to research focused on first-generation college students, research 

regarding traditional and nontraditional students is prevalent among higher education 

literature.  Nontraditional students also represent a growing portion of the college student 

population, and like first-generation students, lag in rates of college completion.  Because 

first-generation students are more likely than their continuing-generation peers to be 

nontraditional (Giancola, Munz, & Trares, 2008), it is important to understand how these 

characteristics interact and influence student achievement.   

Researchers have utilized many theoretical backgrounds in studies of both first-

generation and nontraditional students.  Howard McClusky developed his theory of 

margin in the early 1960s in response to increasing participation of adults in education.  
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McClusky’s theory has not become widely known or utilized, however, it provides a 

useful lens through which to examine the college experience of traditional and 

nontraditional first-generation college students.  McClusky’s theory was posited as an 

explanation of the life span of adults, and much like the discussion of traditional and 

nontraditional students, the theory of margin is centered on the concept of life changes 

that occur throughout adulthood.    

First-Generation College Students 

“First-generation students confront all the anxieties, dislocations, and difficulties 

of any college student; but their experiences often involve additional cultural as well as 

social and academic transitions” (Pascarella, Wolniak, Pierson, & Terenzini, 2003, p. 

420).  The factors that influence the experience of first-generation college students are as 

diverse as first-generation college students themselves.  A multiplicity of research 

spanning decades has established the broad implications for a student who is the first in 

their family to pursue higher education.  Not only do first-generation students struggle to 

access college, but they also often struggle to persist and complete a college degree.  A 

discussion of the definition of first-generation students and a review of the research 

regarding their experience in higher education is necessary to develop a thorough 

understanding of this growing population of college students.   

Definition 

 While the term first-generation is a common and well-known term among college 

personnel, varying definitions of the term exist in literature (I’m First, n.d.; Pike & Kuh, 

2005).  According to I’m First, an online support community for first-generation college 

students, “while much of the research uses the definition ‘a student with neither parent 
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having any education beyond high school,’ we choose to define a first-generation college 

student as ‘neither parent having received a four-year college degree’” (I’m First, n.d., 

para.1).  This statement from I’m First pinpoints a common discrepancy among 

definitions of the term first-generation – whether or not a student should be considered 

first-generation if their parent(s) have some college experience but have not completed a 

degree, or whether the term first-generation should be limited to students whose parent(s) 

have no college experience.   

The USDE defines a first-generation college student as:  

(a) an individual both of whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree; 

or (b) in the case of any individual who regularly resided with and received 

support from only one parent, an individual whose only such parent did not 

complete a baccalaureate degree. (Higher Education Act of 1965, 2008, p. 9) 

 Because this study focuses primarily on first-generation students who are 

participants in a federal TRIO SSS services program and will utilize data from TRIO SSS 

participants, the definition provided by the USDE will be utilized.   

College Preparation and Persistence  

Concern for the performance of first-generation students is legitimized by 

multiple studies indicating subpar preparation, achievement, and persistence among the 

first-generation student population (Choy, 2001; Coffman, 2011; Engle, 2007; 

Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001).  First-generation students often come to college 

lacking adequate academic preparation.  While many factors contribute to college success 

and a definitive reason for the lower academic performance of first-generation students 

has not been identified (DeFreitas & Rinn, 2013), academic preparation is often an early 
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indicator of academic performance in college (Warburton et al., 2001).  Warburton et 

al.’s (2001) study surmised that status as a first-generation student was negatively 

associated with both college preparation and persistence.  According to the study, first-

generation students were less likely than continuing-generation peers to have completed a 

rigorous high school curriculum, with 20% of continuing-generation students doing so 

compared to only 9% of first-generation students.  First-generation students spent less 

time studying, reported lower high school grades, and scored lower on standardized 

college entrance exams than their continuing-generation peers (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, 

Wolf, & Yeung, 2007).  First-generation students were also less likely to complete 

advanced level math courses in high school (Engle, 2007) and indicated that they were 

underprepared for college level reading (Byrd & MacDonald, 2005).   

Despite their college aspirations, first-generation students’ hopefulness regarding 

college does not often translate into success (Dyce et al., 2013; Engle & Tinto, 2008; 

Pascarella et al., 2003).  First-generation students are less likely than continuing-

generation students to remain enrolled and stay on track to graduation (Choy, 2001; 

Warburton et al., 2001).  Ishitani (2006) found that first-generation students were more 

likely to depart college and never return.  In addition, the first year of college is 

especially risky (Ishitani, 2003; Ishitani, 2006) and first-generation students leave 

postsecondary institutions during their freshman year at nearly four times the rate of 

students whose parents are college educated (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Not surprisingly, 

first-generation students were more likely to be enrolled in remedial college coursework 

and achieved lower grade point averages than their continuing-generation peers 

(Warburton et al., 2001).   
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First-generation college students report making less progress in college 

coursework than their continuing-generation peers (Pike & Kuh, 2005).  Pascarella et 

al.’s (2003) study of first-generation college students in community colleges found that 

first-generation students:  

Completed fewer credit hours; studied less; took fewer courses in the natural 

sciences, mathematics, and the arts and humanities; had lower college grades; 

were less likely to join a Greek organization; and worked more hours per week 

than their classmates whose parents had both completed a bachelor’s degree or 

above. (p. 425) 

First-generation student’s academic performance is also likely affected by their own 

expectations of their performance; in comparison to continuing-generation peers, first-

generation students predict lower college performance for themselves (Davis, 2010).   

Educational Aspirations and Expectations 

In addition to a lack of preparation for higher education, potential first-generation 

college students also report lower educational expectations than continuing-generation 

students while in high school (Choy, 2001).  This is in spite of beliefs prior to high school 

that a college education is within their reach (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013).  First-

generation students who matriculate to higher education enter college expecting to have 

to study hard and that college will be more rigorous than high school and that academics 

will be the most challenging aspect of the transition to college (Terenzini et al., 1994).  

Unfortunately, many have experienced discouragement from families, teachers, and 

school counselors in regard to pursuing a college degree and have serious doubts about 

their ability to succeed in college (Rendon, 1993).   
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Educational aspirations influence learning and intellectual development among all 

college students; unfortunately, first-generation college students display lower 

educational aspirations than do their continuing-generation peers (Pike & Kuh, 2005).  

Their aspirations are likely influenced by familial expectations which often do not 

include, or may even discourage, higher education (Coffman, 2011).  High school 

guidance counselors also play a significant role in influencing the college aspirations of 

first-generation students (Choy, 2001; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999); unfortunately, 

such conversations tend to be infrequent and may instead dissuade first-generation 

students from pursuing college (Hudley et al., 2009).   

In spite of lower overall educational aspirations, first-generation college students 

often aspire to degree attainment as way “to escape the occupational dead-ends and 

hopelessness their life courses otherwise promised” (Terenzini, et al., 1994, p. 63).  Olive 

(2010) found that first-generation students’ motivation derived from the limitations they 

observed among uneducated members in their families and Rendon (1993) stated that for 

many first-generation students, “attending college meant much more than getting an 

education – it meant escaping despair” (p. 6).   

Family Influence and Cultural Capital 

Making the transition to college even more challenging is the resistance many 

first-generation students face from family members and friends who have not pursued 

higher education.  Research indicates the families of first-generation college students are 

often unsupportive or indifferent about their collegial aspirations (Coffman, 2011; 

Jehangir, Williams, & Jeske, 2012; Orbe, 2004; Rendon, 1993).  As one first-generation 

study participant stated, “I consented to an environment that impressed upon me that I 
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didn’t need to have a college education, I just had to get by” (Coffman, 2011, p. 85).  

Family dissention regarding college endeavors for first-generation students may not 

always be overtly expressed but is still salient to the students who often feel the need to 

downplay their status as college students (Orbe, 2004).  As a result, first-generation 

students often resist identifying themselves as college students and discussing their 

college experience with family because doing so is met with disapproval (Orbe, 2004). 

Commonly, such family resistance results in first-generation students feeling as 

though they must choose between their family of origin and their new college “family” 

(Rendon, 1993; Rodriquez, 1974).  As they vacillate between the familial and collegiate 

culture they must either learn to play two roles or come to terms with the loss, pain, and 

guilt of transitioning out of their often deep-seated ancestral beginnings (Rendon, 1993).  

First-generation students often report that their families respond and interact with them 

differently after they have begun their college education (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011; 

Rendon, 1993) 

Conversely, some first-generation students reported a high level of expectation 

placed upon them to do well in college because of their status as the first in their families 

to pursue higher education (Orbe, 2004).  Such expectations often came from family 

members, but often were also imposed on the students by themselves. While such 

expectations served as motivation for many students, they simultaneously created 

pressure on this group to perform well (Orbe, 2004; Orbe, 2008).  Feelings of anxiety in 

regard to their academic performance plague first-generation students more intensely than 

continuing-generation students (Orbe, 2008). 
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The family environment represents only one setting in which pursuit of college 

may be questioned for first-generation students, who often feel like outsiders in the 

collegiate environment (Davis, 2010; Jehangir et al., 2012).  First-generation students 

regularly suffer from imposter syndrome and question their presence in college 

classrooms and other campus environments (Davis, 2010).  They often do not understand 

how to fit into the campus culture and therefore choose to remain on the periphery, 

minimizing interaction with peers and faculty members (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011).  

It is more difficult for students without college educated parents to understand the college 

student role (Collier & Morgan, 2007) and to communicate appropriately in the collegiate 

culture (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011).  This dual existence of self-doubt and lack of 

cultural understanding serve to marginalize first-generation students, who need an 

environment of acceptance in order to succeed in postsecondary institutions (Woosley & 

Shepler, 2011). 

First-generation college students are expected to play the game of college without 

the benefit of having first been taught the rules of the game (Koehler & Burke, 1996).  In 

other words, first-generation college students often do not come to higher education with 

the requisite knowledge to succeed – knowledge which is often a measure of their 

cultural capital rather than their academic capacity.  Cultural capital is defined as “a 

broad knowledge of culture that belongs to members of the upper class and is found 

much less frequently among the lower classes” (Dumais, 2002, p. 44).  Cultural capital is 

not included in educational curriculum and such knowledge must, therefore, be passed 

down to children from their family (Dumais, 2002).  Consequently, first-generation 

students often arrive at college without the benefit of such knowledge.  Research 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

68 
 

indicates that social engagement through extracurricular activities with peers during 

college can help first-generation students acquire the cultural capital necessary to succeed 

in higher education; unfortunately, first-generation students are less likely to be engaged 

in such activities (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). 

In addition to cultural and familial factors, first-generation students also come to 

college with a single-minded focus on career aspirations.  Byrd and MacDonald’s 2005 

study found that better career opportunity was the primary motivation among first-

generation college students.  Similarly, Neumeister and Rinker (2006) demonstrated that 

achievement among first-generation students was linked to their sense of professional 

identity.  Study participants identified as college students, however they also viewed 

themselves as emerging professionals in their chosen fields.  While this focus on career 

opportunities positively influences first-generation student achievement, it also further 

alienates them from campus as their singular focus on career development diminishes 

their involvement in the social environment of college.   

Academic and Social Engagement and Integration 

Tinto (1993) hypothesized that part of the reason for departure among first-

generation students is their difficulty with both academic and social integration.  While 

first-generation students recognize academics as integral to their success in college, they 

more prominently recognized variables indirectly related to academics – including time 

management, goal focus, family factors, career influences, and self-concept – as 

influential in their ability to persist in higher education (Byrd & MacDonald, 2005). In 

fact, first-generation students actually report that they expect to perform similarly to their 

continuing-generation peers in academics (Murphy & Hicks, 2006).  However, Inkelas, 
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Daver, Vogt, and Leonard (2007) revealed that academic achievement alone did not 

facilitate successful transition to college for first-generation students.   

While studies of first-generation students point to the importance of both 

academic and social skills, first-generation students often fail to understand the 

importance of social engagement to collegiate success and therefore do not focus on 

social involvement on campus (Inkelas et al., 2007; Pike & Kuh, 2005).  First-generation 

students are also less knowledgeable than their continuing-generation peers about how to 

become engaged with the campus environment (Pike & Kuh, 2005).  This may be due in 

part to the fact that first-generation students have lower perceptions of their social self-

confidence than their continuing-generation peers (Saenz et al., 2007) and a lack of 

acculturation to the social milieu of college (Jehangir, 2010; Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 

2011).  They arrive at college as outsiders, lacking knowledge of college culture 

including “insider knowledge, the special language, and the subtle verbal and nonverbal 

signals that, after one has mastered them, make one a member of any in-group, 

community, or subculture” (Davis, 2010, p. 29).  In addition to a lack of social 

competency and self-confidence, first-generation students also often delay involvement in 

campus social life until after they have developed a solid foundation of academic 

performance (Terenzini et al., 1994).   

The integration and acculturation of first-generation college students is not simply 

a matter of learning insider information, however.  For many, becoming a college student 

means leaving the culture of their family behind as they feel pressure to become a part of 

the college campus culture.  First-generation students often understand the importance of 

integration and demonstrate a desire to do so but are hesitant to assimilate because they 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

70 
 

feel a simultaneous desire to remain true to who they are (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 

2011).  This leaves first-generation students vacillating between the collegiate culture and 

their own cultural heritage, while grappling with multiple identities and the expectations 

of each (Jehangir, 2010; Orbe, 2008).   

 Their focus on career aspirations, negative messages from family regarding 

college pursuit, and feelings of not belonging may be factors that affect a first-generation 

college student’s involvement in campus life.  The expectations of school and their 

family are often in conflict (Jehangir et al., 2012).  First-generation students often 

understand that fitting into the college culture will help them succeed, however they resist 

fully integrating into the culture in order to maintain the identity and expectations of their 

family (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011).  Without separation from the home environment 

and both academic and social integration into the collegiate culture, students are at 

greater risk for departure from higher education (Tinto, 1993).   

 Defining first-generation college students is only the starting point for a topic that 

is laden with complexity.  The factors that influence the college experience for these 

students are complex and often interwoven.  The challenges begin long before students 

arrive at college and are often reflected in their high school experience, where many first-

generation students demonstrate subpar performance in grades and standardized tests and 

are less likely to complete a rigorous curriculum.  Such patterns often continue when 

first-generation students make the transition to college, where evidence shows continued 

underachievement in the number of hours completed, grade point average, time devoted 

to studying and involvement in campus life.  Despite their aspirations for a better life 

promised by attainment of a college degree, many first-generation students find 
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adaptation to college difficult because of familial resistance and a lack of knowledge of 

the culture and expectations of the college environment.  Conversely, some first-

generation students are burdened by unreasonable expectations placed on them by family 

because of their decision to pursue higher education.  These factors often contribute to 

insecurity and feeling that one is an imposter in the college classroom and campus.  

While first-generation students experience these factors in varying degrees, the burden of 

even one such factor may be enough to negatively impact a student’s experience, and 

must, therefore, be given consideration. 

Nontraditional College Students 

A discussion of nontraditional students is best initiated by exploration of the 

various definitions of the term nontraditional.  Early literature on nontraditional students 

utilized age as the determining factor of nontraditional status, with students over the age 

of 24 categorized as nontraditional (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  More recent literature has 

expanded the definition from a dichotomous characteristic to a consortium of variables 

that place students on a continuum ranging from minimally to highly nontraditional 

(Choy, 2002).  These expanded definitions include multiple characteristics in determining 

nontraditional status including: (a) age; (b) residence; (c) part-time attendance; (d) 

delayed enrollment; (e) employment status; (f) financial independence; (g) single 

parenthood; (h) high school equivalency recipient; (i) marital status; and (j) student 

mindset (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Choy, 2002; Jinkens, 2009; Johnson & Kestler, 2013).  

Although no standard definition of a nontraditional student exists, most research includes 

some combination of the above characteristics.   
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Traditional college students are comparatively easy to define.  Enrolling in 

college full-time immediately after high school graduation identifies a student as 

traditional (Choy, 2002).  Typically, traditional students are also financially dependent on 

their parents and do not work or work only part time in college (Choy, 2002).  Jinkens 

(2009) expanded this definition slightly to include the mindset of a traditional student as 

one who enrolls in college “just because it is the next thing to do” (p. 979). 

Increased access to higher education has led to a change in the composition of 

college classrooms and increasingly diverse lifestyles of college students (Bye, Pushkar, 

& Conway, 2007).  While the stereotypical image of a college student is a young person 

living in campus housing, the reality of college campuses is quite different today (Senter 

& Senter, 1998).  Diverse campuses include many subsections of students, among them 

nontraditional college students.  Between 1980 and 2000, the number of nontraditional 

students grew from fewer than 4 million to more than 6 million (Chao & Good, 2004).  

Despite the prevalence of nontraditional students on college campuses, their experiences 

often differ dramatically from those of traditional college students (Choy, 2002).  For this 

study, in order to remain consistent with MRSU’s definition of nontraditional, age will be 

the deciding factor regarding traditional or nontraditional student status, with those over 

the age of 24 categorized as nontraditional.  

Nontraditional Student Roles 

Regardless of the specific definition utilized in reference to nontraditional 

students, it is often the case that education is not their primary activity (Jinkens, 2009; 

Senter & Senter, 1998).  Among students who were identified as highly nontraditional, 

67% considered themselves primarily employees instead of students (Choy, 2002).  
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Nontraditional students have assumed many roles in addition to that of student, including 

employee, spouse, parent, and engaged community member (Choy, 2002; Keith, 2007).  

Acquisition of multiple roles often accompanies the transition into adulthood, which few 

traditional students have experienced (Senter & Senter, 1998).  In fact, “Students defined 

as traditional…. have, in fact, assumed few of the roles commonly associated with 

adulthood, while many nontraditional students have assumed these roles” (Senter & 

Senter, 1998, p. 274).  As a result, nontraditional students often have priorities outside of 

school and studying (Mamiseishvilli, 2010).  They are also more likely to participate in 

distance education (Choy, 2002), and some nontraditional students attempt college 

without any campus interaction (Donaldson & Graham, 1999).  All of these factors 

combine to result in students who, while classified as college student, are often far-

removed from the life of the institution (Johnson & Kestler, 2013).   

For nontraditional students, making the commitment to higher education means 

negotiating responsibilities in other areas life with friends, family members, and 

employers in order to assume the role of a college student (Chao & Good, 2004).  Such 

negotiation requires familial support of the new role and the shifting of previously 

established roles in order for nontraditional students to be successful in higher education 

(Bergman, Gross, Berry, & Shuck, 2014).  Unfortunately, many nontraditional students 

experience role conflict as a result of pursuing a degree (Markle, 2015).  Association with 

multiple roles results in conflicting demands from one individual with limited resources 

(time and energy).  Markle’s 2015 study found that among a sample of nontraditional 

students, 43% reported that they experienced a high to very high level of role conflict, 

with the primary conflicts occurring between work and school roles, and family and 
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school roles.  Such conflict was especially salient for women, and often led to 

consideration of withdrawing from classes as a result of the fear that they could not 

perform all the roles expected of them (Markle, 2015). 

A student’s social role on campus is also an important consideration in regard to 

nontraditional students.  Deeper engagement and involvement on campus promotes 

persistence and degree completion (Tinto, 1993).  Unfortunately, compared to traditional 

students, nontraditional students typically assume very different social roles in college 

(Senter & Senter, 1998).  Nontraditional students are often primarily motivated by the 

financial return on investment, career change or advancement opportunities that a college 

education offers them (Chao & Good, 2004).  As a result, nontraditional students are less 

likely than traditional students to be involved in campus social activities.  Such activities 

serve to help individuals to build their identification with the role of a college student 

(Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011).  Fortunately, most nontraditional students are able to 

overcome the inability to engage in campus life through the use of other skills 

(Donaldson & Graham, 1999). 

While multiple role expectations and disinclination toward social roles on campus 

can function as barriers to degree completion for nontraditional students, they can also 

function as protective measures.  Bradley and Graham (2000) suggest four proficiencies 

of typical nontraditional students that aid in overcoming multiple role expectations: (a) 

focusing on the application of skills and knowledge learned to their life circumstances; 

(b) drawing on a more complex knowledge base; (c) authentic involvement with family, 

community, and career; and (d) interaction with faculty members and peers.  Because 

nontraditional students occupy roles in various settings outside of school, they often 
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utilize knowledge and skills from these settings as alternatives to traditional campus 

social involvement (Donaldson & Graham, 1999).   

Motivation 

 Traditional and nontraditional students often demonstrate different motivation for 

pursuing a college education.  Nontraditional students tend to come to college with a 

specific reason for attending college, while traditional students are more likely to attend 

because of parental expectations or simply because college is the next logical step 

(Donaldson & Graham, 1999; Jinkens, 2009).  For nontraditional students, the decision to 

attend college is often precipitated by an event or life transition that makes a college 

degree desirable or necessary (Chao & Good, 2004; Jinkens, 2009). 

 For some nontraditional students, an event such as divorce, relocation, or physical 

disability is the impetus that makes a college degree not only desirable, but also 

necessary for the financial well-being of the student and their family.  Furthermore, many 

nontraditional students elect to pursue a college degree as a means through which to open 

up new opportunities in their chosen career field or to have the ability to pursue a new 

career path.  Often the hope for a better financial future and the promise of return on their 

investment of time and money are motivating factors that drive nontraditional students to 

college campuses and create a strong connection between their education and career goals 

(Chao & Good, 2004). 

Once enrolled in college, nontraditional students demonstrate higher intrinsic 

motivation for learning than do their traditional peers (Bye et al., 2007; Johnson, & 

Kestler, 2013; Justice & Dornan, 2001; Shillingford & Karlin, 2013).  Intrinsic 

motivation is defined as “doing something because it is inherently interesting or 
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enjoyable” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 55) while extrinsic motivation is defined as “doing 

something because it leads to a separable outcome” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 55).  Multiple 

studies indicate the prevalence of intrinsic motivation for learning among nontraditional 

student populations (Chao & Good, 2004; Harju & Eppler, 1997; Senter & Senter, 1998; 

Shillingford & Karlin, 2013).  According to Jinken’s (2009) study of nontraditional 

students: 

Traditional students are more focused on getting high grades so they can take the 

next class and/or be recognized for having earned high grades, while 

nontraditional students, although desirous to obtain high grades, are more 

concerned with what they can do with the knowledge they can get from a class. 

(p. 979) 

Indicative of the career and intrinsic motivations for learning among nontraditional 

students, a 2002 survey indicated that among nontraditional students, 73% reported that 

important factors in their pursuance of a degree included personal enrichment or gaining 

skills for job advancement or career change (Choy, 2002). 

Academic Behaviors and Performance 

Despite their strong motivation, skills, and life experience, nontraditional students 

are more likely than their traditional counterparts to leave higher education without 

completing a degree (Choy, 2002; Jinkens, 2009; Miller, 2014).  Especially concerning is 

the gap in college persistence and achievement between traditional and nontraditional 

students with the five-year graduation rate of nontraditional students at 31% compared to 

54% of their traditional peers (Choy, 2002).  Studies have also shown that given a longer, 

six-year timeframe, nontraditional students still lag behind their traditional counterparts 
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in graduation rates (Miller, 2014).  The life circumstances of many nontraditional 

students likely contribute to their lower rates of degree achievement and have typically 

been considered as risk factors (Choy, 2002).   

Despite the fact the nontraditional students are more likely than traditional 

students to leave college without completing a degree and the fact that they often doubt 

their own academic ability (Donaldson & Graham, 1999), they typically perform 

similarly to their traditional peers academically (Justice & Dornan, 2001).   The life 

circumstances of nontraditional college students are often considered risk factors for 

persistence and completion.  However, these factors may also contribute to the success of 

nontraditional students as their life experience enables them to overcome common 

barriers in higher education (Chao & Good, 2004; Johnson & Kestler, 2013).  

Nontraditional students are also uniquely positioned to connect classroom learning to real 

life contexts because of their more extensive life and professional experience (Donaldson 

& Graham, 1999; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011).    

The classroom and study behaviors of nontraditional students often differ from 

those of traditional students and those behaviors that are typically considered important 

for college success (Donaldson & Graham, 1999).  Nontraditional students report that 

they rely on self-motivation, supportive relationships, self-advocacy, goal-focus, time 

management, and initiative in college (Bye et al., 2007; Byrd & MacDonald, 2005; Chao 

& Good, 2004; Jinkens, 2009; Justice & Dornan, 2001).  Multiple differences in 

behavior, motivation and experience have been observed between the two groups.  

Compared to traditional students, nontraditional students report more use of study skills 
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and self-initiated activities to assist themselves in learning course material (Justice & 

Dornan, 2001).   

Need for Support 

The decision to return to school amidst multiple other responsibilities places an 

additional demand on students who often already have very full lives (Johnson & Keslter, 

2013).  Multiple research studies indicate that nontraditional students are unique and 

require support and learning opportunities that are tailored to their needs (Aronson, 2008; 

Bye et al., 2007; Jinkens, 2009).  Some of the needs that nontraditional students report as 

vital to their persistence include autonomy in their learning experiences, the opportunity 

to be an active participant in their education, and enjoyment of the education process 

(Senter & Senter, 1998).   

While academically nontraditional students often perform as well as traditional 

students, they often have less confidence in their abilities and need support to develop an 

accurate understanding of their capabilities (Justice & Dornan, 2001).  Nontraditional 

students tend to be more confident than traditional students in their selection of majors 

and minors and therefore need less support in career planning.  Additionally, 

nontraditional students tend to report lower levels of need in other areas of nonacademic 

support, including campus housing, on-campus employment, and college orientation 

(Senter & Senter, 1998).  However, nontraditional students report a higher level of need 

for alternative delivery methods of both classes and support services (Gilardi & 

Guglielmetti, 2011; Senter & Senter, 1998).  

Bergman, Gross, Berry, and Shuck (2014) determined that the campus 

environment plays a crucial role in nontraditional student outcomes and actually has a 
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larger effect on outcomes than student characteristics and external factors.  Bye et al. 

(2007) posited a set of strategies that create successful learning environments for 

nontraditional students, including (a) encouraging competence; (b) promoting student 

autonomy; (c) validating students as active partners in the learning experience; (d) 

avoiding criticism; (e) minimizing pressure; (f) maximizing classroom interest; (g) using 

humor; (h) promoting respect; and (i) offering social support.  Because nontraditional 

students often sacrifice other responsibilities to attend college and juggle multiple roles 

while in college, institutions should deliberately design supports to facilitate the success 

of students who demonstrate a strong commitment to their education.   

The factors that influence the success of nontraditional students are as diverse as 

the definitions offered to describe this student group.  Originally centered around age, the 

definition has expanded to give consideration to factors such as marriage, employment, 

parenthood, community membership, mindset, and motivation.  Regardless of the specific 

definition used, the number of nontraditional students continues to grow and the 

stereotypical image of a college freshmen is no longer accurate.  Nontraditional students 

often do not consider education their primary activity as they juggle the role of student, 

parent, employee, spouse, etc.  While the demands of multiple roles are considered risk 

factors, many nontraditional students are also able to use knowledge and skills derived 

from their diverse experiences as strengths in their college pursuit.  This, coupled with 

their higher intrinsic motivation and the potential career incentives that often drive their 

decision to attend college, contributes to strong academic performance for many 

nontraditional students.  Unfortunately, despite their unique abilities, many nontraditional 

students do not complete a degree because of demanding life circumstances.  Institutions 
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should be aware that support is necessary for nontraditional students, who often lack 

confidence in their abilities, juggle multiple demanding roles, often need alternative 

delivery methods of education, and are less likely to be engaged on campus.   

McClusky’s Theory of Margin 

 The theory of margin originated from Howard McClusky’s work on adult learning 

and the life span.  Originally published in a 1963 book titled The Psychology of Adults, 

McClusky’s theory addressed the common experiences of adulthood and the resultant 

changes in an individual’s ability to learn (Main, 1979; McClusky, 1963; McClusky, 

1971).  McClusky (1963) posited that adulthood is marked by individual development 

which encompasses pursuing goals and “becoming something better than he now is” (p. 

15).  Because of the emphasis on goal pursuit and growth, the theory of margin lends 

itself well to educational interpretation and has been utilized by educational researchers 

in a variety of studies (Hanpachern, Morgan & Griego, 1998; Main, 1979; Merriam & 

Bierama, 2014).   

 The core of McClusky’s theory centers on the concept of margin.  Margin is a 

function of two intermingling elements referred to as power and load.  McClusky (1971) 

defined power as “the resources, abilities, possessions, positions, allies, etc. which a 

person can command” (p. 7).  Power can derive from both internal and external sources, 

with external power coming from resources such as physical health, social contacts, and 

economic wealth while internal power is found through life experiences that develop 

resiliency and coping skills (Main, 1979).  Load is defined as “the self and social 

demands made on a person in order for him to maintain a minimal level of autonomy” 

(McClusky, 1971, p. 7).  Like power, load variables can be classified as internal or 
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external.  External load includes typical requirements of daily living such as family, 

work, civic responsibilities, etc. (Main, 1979).  Internal load includes the expectancies an 

individual places on themselves including their goals, values, and ideals (Main, 1979).  

Stevenson (1981) offered simpler definitions of power and load.  She described load as 

factors that dissipate energy and power as energy resources.  

 Margin in life occurs when an individual has a surplus of power above load 

(McClusky, 1963).  More specifically, margin is defined as a measure of the difference 

between power and load of an individual (Merriem & Bierama, 2014).  McClusky (1963) 

proposed a formula to numerically express a load-power ratio with the resultant solution 

representing an individual’s margin in life.  The basic power-load-margin formula is load 

÷ power = margin in life (MIL), with a ratio at 1.00 representing an equal balance of 

power and load (McClusky, 1963).  According to the theory of margin, an adult that 

remains at a ratio of 1.00 for an extended period of time will likely be close to 

breakdown.  For an individual to have substantial margin to meet the challenges of life, 

McClusky posited a necessary ratio of .50 to .80 (McClusky, 1963).   

 McClusky (1963) further postulated that a person lacking in margin in life has 

“few or no alternatives, and lacks the power to exploit those he has” (p. 18).  Conversely, 

a person with sufficient margin in life has the power of choice over a range of options 

and has “a broad field of life space, and is able to move autonomously within it” 

(McClusky, 1963, p. 17).  According to the theory of margin, individuals who have 

margin in life are able to invest their excess power in growth and development activities, 

including learning experiences (Main, 1979; McClusky, 1971).   Merriam and Bierama 

(2014) directly apply the theory of margin to adult learners, asserting that adults can 
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handle the extra load created by pursuit of higher education presuming they have 

sufficient power.  In addition to sufficient power, the adult learning experience should be 

tailor made and focused specifically on the motivations, interests, skills and abilities of 

the learner.  McClusky (1970) summarized the adult learner: 

In a rapidly changing society an adult, to survive and develop, must continue to 

learn.  What he learns, and how he does so, depends upon the stage he occupies in 

his life cycle and upon the suitability of the learning situation to the learning 

potentialities and learning handicaps he has at that stage…The strategies for 

learning (and for teaching) in the adult years require consideration for the 

individuality of adults, for their life commitments which may aid or obstruct 

learning, for their adult time perspective, for the transition through critical periods 

of life, for their acquired sets of roles which may aid or obstruct learning, and for 

their adult requirement that the learning be relevant to their problems. (p. 27)  

McClusky’s claim that adult learning depends on the life stage of the learner and 

the suitability of the situation to the learner’s abilities and weaknesses is echoed in the 

assertions of more recent researchers.  Main (1979) utilized the theory of margin in the 

construction of a model of teaching.  Hanperchen, Morgan, and Griego (1998) applied the 

theory of margin to a study assessing employee readiness for change.  Stevenson (1981) 

proposed the theory of margin as a legitimate method for studying adults from a 

healthcare perspective because of the focus on complex adult lives.  Merriam and 

Bierama’s (2014) text on adult learning postulates the theory of margin as a philosophy 

of motivation for learning.  Aronson’s 2008 overview of the experiences of first-

generation students outlined interventions designed to increase postsecondary enrollment 
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and attainment which suggest viewing education from a life course perspective due to 

age-based differences among students.   

The diverse use of McClusky’s theory of margin speaks to the broad applicability 

of the framework.  The theory of margin proffers a framework uniquely suited for 

studying traditional and nontraditional first-generation students for several reasons.  First, 

when originally postulated by McClusky, the theory of margin was in reference to adult 

psychology but directly referenced the process of development, goal-seeking, and 

personal improvement (McClusky, 1963).  In his later writings on the theory of margin, 

McClusky directly related his theory to adult learning (McClusky, 1970; McClusky, 

1971).  Second, McClusky’s theory specifically addresses life span progression and the 

resultant changes in load, power, and margin as well as the effects of such changes on 

goal orientation (McClusky, 1963; McClusky, 1971).  McClusky (1971) suggested that 

there are a wide range of educational needs among adult learners at different stages of 

aging (McClusky, 1971).  Finally, multiple studies have suggested separate models for 

addressing the success of traditional and nontraditional students (Aronson, 2008; 

Giancola et al., 2008; Jinkens, 2009; Main, 1979). 

Summary 

 In today’s society, college completion is the key to economic success for both 

individuals and the nation as a whole (Ntiri, 2001; Engle & Tinto, 2008).  The United 

States has placed a heightened focus on college completion rates in recent years (Miller, 

2014) and access to higher education has continued to increase.  However, it is apparent 

from the literature that both first-generation and nontraditional students do not benefit 

from college access to the same extent as their continuing-generation and traditional 

peers.  First-generation and nontraditional students hold tremendous potential that is left 
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untapped when their college aspirations fail to result in college success.  Both student 

groups challenge the stereotypical vision of a college student and represent a changing 

customer base for higher education institutions.  Despite a multitude of college support 

programs and literature dedicated to both groups, the key to tapping into the full potential 

of first-generation and nontraditional students has not yet been discovered.  In order to 

meet the call for a more educated workforce, research must continue to examine the 

reality of higher education for first-generation and nontraditional students.   
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COE Conference Presentation Proposal 

Workshop Title: Traditional and Nontraditional First-Generation TRIO SSS Students: 

Application of the Theory of Margin 

Description: The session will present dissertation research that explored differences 

between first-generation students based on traditional or nontraditional status, gender, 

age, employment, relationship status and TRIO participation level.  The study identified 

common resources and demands experienced by first-generation students, how those 

resources and demands influenced the college experience of first-generation students, and 

how participation in TRIO SSS contributed to their ability to pursue higher education. 

Abstract: First-generation and nontraditional students represent significant segments of 

the undergraduate population in the United States, but graduation rates for both groups 

lag despite extensive outreach efforts.  This study utilized a mixed-methods design to 

examine the influence traditional and nontraditional status on the first-generation student 

experience.  The study applied McClusky’s (1963, 1971) margin in life theory to first-

generation students in a TRIO Student Support Services program.  The purpose of the 

study was to determine differences between first-generation student’s margin in life 

scores based on traditional or nontraditional status, gender, age, employment, relationship 

status, and TRIO participation level; and to identify common load and power variables of 

first-generation students and how the TRIO program contributed to their power.  

Quantitative results indicated limited differences in margin in life scores, with the 

exception of higher parenting power scores among nontraditional versus traditional 

students, and higher health power scores among students who were somewhat active in 

the TRIO program than students who were slightly active in the TRIO program.  
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Qualitative results revealed family as both a load and power variable for first-generation 

students and that TRIO SSS program is relevant to both traditional and nontraditional 

first-generation students even when power and load variables differ. 
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Traditional and Nontraditional Students in TRIO Student Support Services: Application 

of the Theory of Margin 

Executive Summary 

Introduction 

First-generation and nontraditional students represent significant segments of the 

undergraduate population in the United States, but graduation rates for both groups lag 

despite extensive outreach efforts.  This study utilized a mixed-methods design to 

examine the influence of both characteristics on student experience.  The study applied 

McClusky’s (1963, 1971) margin in life theory to first-generation students in a TRIO 

Student Support Services program.  The purpose of the study was to determine 

differences between first-generation student’s margin in life scores based on traditional or 

nontraditional status, gender, age, employment, relationship status, and TRIO 

participation level; and to identify common load and power variables of first-generation 

students and how the TRIO program contributed to their power.   

 

Scholarly Context 

 This study took place within a threefold context – considering first-generation 

college students, nontraditional students, and TRIO Student Support Services.  Because 

of the common intersection of first-generation and nontraditional student status, this 

study approached both factors together rather than in isolation to examine the influence 

of traditional or nontraditional status on first-generation students.  Furthermore, because 

first-generation students are more likely than their continuing-generation peers to be 

nontraditional (Giancola, Munz, & Trares, 2008), TRIO SSS programs serve a significant 

number of nontraditional students and therefore, offered a relevant context in which to 

study both traditional and nontraditional first-generation students.   

 The study utilized Howard McClusky’s theory of margin.  McClusky (1963) 

posited that margin in life occurs when an individual has a surplus of power above load; 

with power defined as “the resources, abilities, possessions, allies, etc. which a person 

can command” (McClusky, 1971, p. 7) and load defined as “the self and social demands 

on a person in order for him to maintain a minimal level of autonomy” (McClusky, 1971, 

p. 7).  According to the theory of margin, individuals who have margin in life are able to 

invest their excess power in growth and development activities, including learning 

experiences (Main, 1979; McClusky, 1971).    

Study Purpose & Design 

The purpose of the study was to determine differences between first-generation 

student’s margin in life scores based on traditional or nontraditional status, gender, age, 
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employment, relationship status, and TRIO participation level; and to identify common 

load and power variables of first-generation students and how the TRIO program 

contributed to their power.  

Methodology: mixed-methods study utilizing a convergent parallel design 

Setting: a public, four-year, moderately selective, liberal arts university in the Midwest 

with a student population of approximately 5,600 students 

Participants: a cross-section of first-generation undergraduate students from MRSU’s 

TRIO Student Support Services program 

Data collection tools: Stevenson’s MILS Scale and a demographic questionnaire yielded 

the quantitative data; interview questions designed by investigator provided the 

qualitative data 

Data analysis: Independent samples t-test and one-way ANOVA tests; open and focused 

coding to analyze qualitative data and identify relevant themes 

Research Questions 

1. Do traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-generation college students 

differ in margin in life scores and subscale scores? 

2. Do first-generation college students differ in margin in life scores and subscale scores 

based on demographic variables?   

3. What are the common load and power characteristics experienced by traditional first-

generation college students? 

4. What are the common load and power characteristics experienced by nontraditional 

first-generation college students?  

5. How does participation in a TRIO Student Support Services program influence the 

power variables for traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-generation 

college students? 

 

Findings 

Quantitative Findings: 

 There was no significant difference in the composite Margin in Life scores for 

traditional first-generation college students and nontraditional first-generation college 

students 

 There was a difference among the groups in the parenting subscale, with 

nontraditional students having higher parenting scores than traditional students, 

indicating that nontraditional students derived more power from their role as parents 

than traditional students  



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

92 
 

 Mean health subscale scores for the somewhat active participants were significantly 

different than the mean health subscale scores for the slightly active participants 

 

Qualitative Findings: 

 Traditional first-generation students reported family as a load and a power variable, 

and school-life balance as a load variable 

 Nontraditional first-generation students reported family as a load and a power 

variable; financial burden as a load variable; and grit as a power variable 

 Participation in TRIO SSS increased the power of traditional and nontraditional 

students by the provision of tutoring and priority enrollment and through support 

from the SSS program staff 

Implications for Practice 

 A standardized approach to TRIO SSS services is likely effective 

 Programmatic elements can address specific areas of differences for students 

identified in the study – parenting subscale scores for traditional and nontraditional 

students and health subscale scores based on level of participation 

 Practitioners should work to mitigate the negative effects of family on students while 

capitalizing on the positive effects of family on students 

 Practitioners should focus on the development of the relationship between themselves 

and students through maximized interaction and appropriate skills and training 

Limitations 

 Study took place on only one college campus; therefore, study results may not be 

representative of the larger population of first-generation students in the U.S. 

 Small sample size in quantitative portion of the study 

 Limited scope of the study due to inclusion of only current participants in a TRIO 

SSS program.  Including both TRIO SSS participants and first-generation students not 

participating in TRIO SSS would have allowed researchers to evaluate more 

adequately the effects of TRIO SSS on margin in life of traditional and nontraditional 

first-generation students.   
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Abstract 

First-generation and nontraditional students represent significant segments of the 

undergraduate population in the United States, but graduation rates for both groups lag 

despite extensive outreach efforts.  This study utilized a mixed-methods design to 

examine the influence of both characteristics on student experience.  The study applied 

McClusky’s (1963, 1971) margin in life theory to first-generation students in a TRIO 

Student Support Services (SSS) program.  The purpose of the study was to determine 

differences between first-generation student’s margin in life scores based on traditional or 

nontraditional status, gender, age, employment, relationship status, and TRIO SSS 

participation level; and to identify common load and power variables of first-generation 

students and how the TRIO SSS program contributed to their power.  Quantitative results 

indicated limited differences in margin in life scores, with the exception of higher 

parenting power scores among nontraditional versus traditional students, and higher 

health power scores among students who were somewhat active in TRIO SSS than 

students where were slightly active in TRIO SSS (p < 0.05).  Qualitative results revealed 

family as both a load and power variable for all first-generation students.  Additionally, 

all first-generation students identified TRIO SSS as a power variable.   

Keywords: First-generation, Nontraditional, Margin in Life, TRIO Student 

Support Services 
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Introduction  

In the United States, a push for increased access to postsecondary education has 

been ongoing for decades.  A college education increases individual earning potential, 

boosts state and national economies, and sustains the competitiveness of the United 

States in today’s global economy (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  By the year 2020, an estimated 

65% of the jobs in the United States will require postsecondary education (Lumina 

Foundation, n.d.).  Heightened demand for a college-educated workforce has intensified 

the push for higher education enrollment.   

Cursory examination of the college access movement indicates success – in 2012 

the undergraduate population was 139% larger than it was in 1970 (Choy, 2002; Kena et 

al., 2014).  Experts expect the trend in postsecondary enrollment to continue, with 20.2 

million undergraduates projected to enter colleges and universities in 2023 (Kena et al., 

2014).  Unfortunately, the dramatic increase in college access has done little to atone for 

the disparity in college completion among many populations, including both first-

generation and nontraditional students (Choy, 2002; Engle & Tinto, 2008).  First-

generation students represent approximately a quarter of the undergraduate population 

(Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Furthermore, nearly 36% of the undergraduate population was 

nontraditional in 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).  Despite strong representation in 

college, both first-generation and nontraditional students frequently depart from higher 

education without a degree.  A mere 11% of first-generation college students complete a 

degree within six years (Engle & Tinto, 2008) and over half of nontraditional students 

leave college without a degree (Horn, Cataldi, Sikora, & Carroll, 2005).   
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First-generation and nontraditional students have traditionally been studied 

independently.  However, first-generation students are more likely to be nontraditional 

than continuing-generation students (Giancola, Munz, & Trares, 2008), an intersection 

that compels further examination of both characteristics and their influence on student 

experience.  Although the extensive studies of both first-generation and nontraditional 

students provide a refined lens through which to view both groups, studying both factors 

together rather than in isolation will help determine whether status as traditional or 

nontraditional influences the effects of first-generation student status. 

Programming to assist first-generation college students has been in place for 

decades.  Among more than 800 programs serving America’s first-generation students 

(National Association for College Admission Counseling, n.d.) are federal TRIO 

programs – a conglomeration of nine programs to assist first-generation and low-income 

students.  The TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) program was established to assist 

low-income, first-generation, and disabled students to complete postsecondary education 

(USDE, n.d.).  Because first-generation students are more likely than their continuing-

generation peers to be nontraditional (Giancola et al., 2008), TRIO SSS programs serve a 

significant number of nontraditional students and therefore, offered a relevant context in 

which to study both traditional and nontraditional first-generation students   

There is discrepancy in the literature regarding the definition of both first-

generation and nontraditional students.  This study utilized the United States Department 

of Education’s definition of first-generation student:  

(a) an individual both of whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree; 

or (b) in the case of any individual who regularly resided with and received 
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support from only one parent, an individual whose only such parent did not 

complete a baccalaureate degree. (Higher Education Act of 1965, 2008, p. 9) 

The study utilized age as the determining factor of status as nontraditional, with students 

over the age of 24 categorized as nontraditional.   

Literature Review 

 For first-generation students, the desire for a college degree stems from 

aspirations of a brighter future.  Many first-generation students desire “to escape the 

occupational dead-ends and hopelessness their life courses otherwise promised’ 

(Terenzini et al., 1994, p. 63).  Unfortunately, despite their aspirations, there is a negative 

association between first-generation student status and college preparation and 

persistence (Choy, 2001; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001).  Causal factors 

underlying first-generation student failure include less rigorous high school preparation 

(Byrd & MacDonald, 2005; Engle, 2007; Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf & Yeung, 2007; 

Warburton et al., 2001), lower educational expectations than continuing-generation 

students (Choy, 2001), discouragement from teachers and school counselors (Rendon, 

1993), resistance of family members or excessive expectations of family members 

(Coffman, 2011; Jehangir, Williams & Jeske, 2012; Orbe, 2004), and a lack of cultural 

capital necessary to succeed in higher education (Dumais, 2002).   

 First-generation students who matriculate to higher education do so expecting to 

have to study hard, and that academics will be the most integral and challenging aspect of 

college (Byrd & MacDonald, 2005; Terenzini et al., 1994).  Unfortunately, first-

generation students often lack an understanding of the importance of social engagement 

and integration on campus, the knowledge of how to become engaged on campus, and the 
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social self-confidence to pursue social integration (Dumais, 2002; Pike & Kuh, 2005; 

Saenz et al., 2007).  Tinto (1993) hypothesized that lack of academic and social 

integration contributes to the early departure of first-generation students, who leave 

postsecondary institutions during their freshman year at nearly four times the rate of 

students whose parents are college educated (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  For some first-

generation students, resistance to social engagement stems not from a lack of 

understanding or ability, but rather from the desire or pressure from family to maintain 

their familial identity (Lowery-Hart & Pachecho, 2011).   

 Nontraditional students, like first-generation students, have been prolific in higher 

education research and literature.  Despite lagging rates of college completion, 

nontraditional student’s academic performance is often on par with that of their 

traditional peers (Donaldson & Graham, 1999), indicating that departure from college is 

the result of factors outside of academics. For nontraditional students, education is often 

not their primary activity and they fill multiple roles in addition to student (Choy, 2002; 

Jinkens, 2009; Keith, 2007; Senter & Senter, 1998).  As such, nontraditional students are 

often far-removed from the life of their institutions (Johnson & Kestler, 2013).  For 

many, responsibilities outside of school preclude engagement on campus in the type of 

activities that serve to build an individual’s identification with the role of college student 

(Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). Additionally, many nontraditional students experience 

difficulty when their association with multiple roles results in conflicting demands on 

their limited time and energy (Markle, 2015).       

 In the classroom, nontraditional students report heavier reliance on self-

motivation, supportive relationships, self-advocacy, goal-focus, time management, and 
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initiative than traditional students (Bye, Pushkar, & Conway, 2007; Byrd & MacDonald, 

2005; Chao & Good, 2004; Jinkens, 2009; Justice & Dornan, 2001).  In addition, 

nontraditional students are unique in their support needs, reporting lower levels of need 

for career planning and nonacademic support but higher levels of need for alternative 

delivery of both support services and coursework (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Senter 

& Senter, 1998).  While the life experiences of nontraditional students can contribute 

positively to their learning experience, life circumstances outside of the college campus 

are often risk factors influencing nontraditional student persistence (Chao & Good, 2004; 

Johnson & Keslter, 2013).   

Theoretical Framework 

The theory of margin originated from Howard McClusky’s work on adult learning 

and the life span.  McClusky’s theory addressed the common experiences of adulthood 

and the resultant changes in an individual’s ability to learn (Main, 1979; McClusky, 

1963, 1971).  McClusky (1963) posited that adulthood is marked by individual 

development, which encompasses pursuing goals and “becoming something better than 

he now is” (p. 15).  Because of the emphasis on goal pursuit and growth, the theory of 

margin lends itself well to educational interpretation and has been utilized by educational 

researchers in a variety of studies (Hanpachern, Morgan & Griego, 1998; Main, 1979; 

Merriam & Bierama, 2014).   

McClusky’s theory centers on the concept of margin.  Margin is a function of two 

intermingling elements referred to as power and load.  McClusky (1971) defined power 

as “the resources, abilities, possessions, positions, allies, etc. which a person can 

command” (p. 7).  Power can derive from resources such as physical health, social 
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contacts, economic wealth, and life experiences (Main, 1979).  Load is defined as “the 

self and social demands made on a person in order for him to maintain a minimal level of 

autonomy” (McClusky, 1971, p. 7).  Load can stem from typical requirements of daily 

living such as family, work, civic responsibilities, expectations an individual placed on 

themselves, goals, values, and ideals (Main, 1979).  Margin in life occurs when an 

individual has a surplus of power above load (McClusky, 1963).   

McClusky (1963) proposed a formula to numerically express a load-power ratio 

representing an individual’s margin in life.  The basic power-load formula placed load as 

the numerator and power as the denominator, resulting in a ratio that represents margin 

(McClusky, 1963).  According to McClusky, for an individual to have substantial margin 

to meet the challenges of life, they require a load-power ratio of .50 to .80 (McClusky, 

1963).  According to the theory of margin, individuals who have margin in life are able to 

invest their excess power in growth and development activities, including learning 

experiences (Main, 1979; McClusky, 1971).    

While McClusky never developed an instrument to measure margin (Merriam & 

Bierama, 2014), Stevenson (1981) conducted a methodological study in order to develop 

an instrument to measure margin in life, resulting in the Margin in Life Scale (MILS).  

The MILS is a useful assessment tool in determining an adult’s potential for growth, as 

McClusky believed that the alternatives available to an individual are dependent upon the 

presence of adequate margin (Stevenson, 1981).  Stevenson’s (1994) scale is a 58-item 

questionnaire that includes five subscales: health, self-confidence, parenting, religion, 

and interdependence.   
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Research Questions 

The research questions guiding this study were: 

1. Do traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-generation college students 

differ in margin in life scores and subscale scores? 

2. Do first-generation college students differ in margin in life scores and subscale 

scores based on demographic variables?   

3. What are the common load and power characteristics experienced by traditional 

first-generation college students? 

4. What are the common load and power characteristics experienced by 

nontraditional first-generation college students?  

5. How does participation in a TRIO Student Support Services program influence 

the power variables for traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-

generation college students? 

Methodology 

The study utilized a mixed-methods research methodology.  Both quantitative and 

qualitative data were integrated to form a complete understanding of the research 

problem.  A convergent parallel design (Creswell, 2014) provided a comprehensive view 

of the research problem with quantitative and qualitative data gathered and interpreted 

simultaneously.  Both the quantitative and qualitative data collected focused on 

information relevant to the theory of margin, with the quantitative portion providing 

MILS scores and the qualitative portion providing descriptive details of the load and 

power variables experienced by students as well as details regarding their experience in a 

TRIO SSS program.   
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Setting 

The research study was conducted at a public, four-year liberal arts university 

located in the Midwest.  At the time of the study, the relatively small, moderately 

selective institution had enrollment of approximately 5,600 students.  The university also 

reported that nontraditional students accounted for approximately one-third of total 

student enrollment, and that 39% of the student body was first-generation college 

students.  

Sample Population 

The sample consisted of first-generation college students enrolled in the federal 

TRIO SSS program at the institution.  Survey invitations were emailed to 148 students 

who were current participants in TRIO SSS.  A total of 99 (66.9%) of invited students 

responded to the survey; of those, 17 students began the survey but did not complete the 

survey adequately to include their results; 11 students were not first-generation college 

students and were ineligible to participate in the study; and one student opted out of the 

study after reviewing the study description.  Sixty-six (44.6%) of the invited students 

completed the survey adequately enough to include the results in the study. 

A total of eight first-generation students (four traditional and four nontraditional) 

participated in interviews for the qualitative portion of the study.  Interview participants 

had been active in the program for a minimum of two full semesters.  Among both the 

traditional student group and the nontraditional student group, three of the participants 

were female and the fourth participant was male.  The use of pseudonyms in reporting 

qualitative data was utilized to protect participant privacy. 
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Data Collection Methods 

Quantitative data was collected through the use of Stevenson’s Margin in Life 

Scale (MILS).  A copy of the MILS and permission to use the scale was obtained from 

The Ohio State University College of Nursing.  Participants also completed a 

demographic questionnaire that included information regarding their participation in the 

TRIO SSS program.   

 Stevenson’s MILS was developed in 1981 and contained outdated wording on 

some items.  In order to address this problem, the wording on 12 of 58 scale items was 

altered slightly to reflect more accurate descriptions of life areas.  For example, where the 

term spouse occurred, it was updated to spouse/partner or significant other.  The term 

marriage was replaced with marriage or committed relationship.  Where the term religion 

or religious was used, it was updated with religion or spirituality.   

 Qualitative data was collected through individual interviews which explored 

power and load variables, how they affected students, and how participation in the TRIO 

SSS program contributed to the student’s power.  The interviews were semi-structured 

and conducted with the use of an interview guide, but with flexible use of questions.  

Interview questions included introductory, transition, key, and ending questions as 

recommended by Krueger and Casey (2009).   

Data Analysis Methods 

Prior to analyzing data in SPSS, MILS scores were computed for each participant 

using Stevenson’s (1994) computation instructions for the MILS. To address the first 

research question, composite MILS scores and the five subscale scores (health, self-

confidence, interdependence, religion/spirituality, and parenting) were compared for 
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variance and significance between traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-

generation college students utilizing independent samples t tests.  To address the second 

research question, the MILS composite and subscale scores were compared for variance 

and significance between groups based on demographic variables utilizing independent 

samples t tests (gender, income, and relationship status) and one-way ANOVA tests 

(employment status and TRIO SSS participation level).  Each of these groups was 

compared to the composite and subscale scores as the dependent variables.   

 Qualitative data was analyzed to address the three remaining research questions.  

Interview recordings were transcribed following Creswell’s (2014) guidelines for 

analysis of qualitative data, using an open coding method to identify potential themes, 

followed by a focused coding method to further define the emerging themes and generate 

conceptual ideas from the data.   

Results 

   In order to determine whether study results could be generalized to the overall 

population of the TRIO SSS program, demographics between the sample population and 

the total TRIO SSS participant group were compared.  The researchers found that there 

was a similar representation of demographic variables between the sample population and 

the total population of TRIO SSS, with the exception of age.  Table 1 describes the 

demographics of the quantitative sample population.  Table 2 describes the more limited 

demographic information of the TRIO SSS population that were tracked by the program 

and available to the researchers.   

[Insert Table 1 and 2 here] 
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Research Question One 

Table 3 shows that there was no significant difference in the composite MILS 

scores for traditional first-generation college students and nontraditional first-generation 

college students (t(64) = -0.995, p = 0.323).  Test results for all subscale measures 

indicated only one area of difference between traditional first-generation and 

nontraditional first-generation students.  While no differences were found for the health, 

self-confidence, interdependence, and religion/spirituality subscales, there was a 

difference among the groups in the parenting subscale.  Nontraditional students scored 

higher than traditional students (t(32) = 2.323, p = 0.027).   

[Insert Table 3 here] 

Study results indicated that first-generation students compared favorably with 

each other in levels of margin when considering their status as traditional or 

nontraditional.  Furthermore, study findings appear to support McClusky’s claim that in 

order to pursue activities of self-improvement an individual must have margin in life.  

Mean MILS scores and subscale scores for all statistical tests fell within McClusky’s 

proposed range of adequacy of .50 to .80.   

Despite consistency among mean MILS scores, the study revealed a significant 

difference among traditional first-generation and nontraditional first-generation students 

in the parenting subscale. Nontraditional first-generation students derive more power 

from their role as parents than do traditional first-generation students.  The precise reason 

for this relationship remains unknown; however, a couple of hypotheses can be 

suggested.  Higher parenting scores among nontraditional (older) students may be the 

result of the likelihood that older participants have older children, who do not require the 
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same level of care as do younger children.  Additionally, nontraditional students are more 

likely to be seasoned parents with more years of experience at parenting, which could 

positively contribute to their power.   

Research Question Two 

 Test results indicated that there were no significant differences in composite 

MILS scores or subscale scores based on gender, income, relationship status, or 

employment status.  There was one area of significant difference discovered within the 

health subscale scores based on TRIO SSS participation level [F (2, 63) = 3.179, p = 

0.048].  Post hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean health 

subscale scores for the somewhat active participants (M = 0.687, SD = 0.101) were 

significantly different than the mean health subscale scores for the slightly active 

participants (M = 0.608, SD = 0.127).  However, the very active participants (M = 0.665, 

SD = 0.118) did not significantly differ in health subscale scores from the somewhat 

active or slightly active participants.   

[Insert Table 4 here] 

Health subscale findings indicated one of two possible relationships.  First, the 

results may suggest that the level of participation in the TRIO SSS program affected 

physical health, resulting in greater risk of poor health for students who were less active 

in the TRIO SSS program.  However, the results may also indicate that a lower level of 

health inhibited students from more active participation in the TRIO SSS program.   

Study results indicated similarity among the remaining subscale areas and 

composite MILS score for all groups compared.  There were no significant differences in 

the self-confidence, interdependence, or religion/spirituality subscale scores based on 
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status as traditional or nontraditional, gender, income, relationship status, employment, 

and level of TRIO SSS participation.  These findings suggest that these subscale areas 

contributed similarly to the composite MILS scores for students, regardless of diversity 

among participants in demographic characteristics.  Lack of statistical significance 

among the majority of variables tested obfuscated determination of specific 

characteristics that served as either power or load sources for students.  Fortunately, 

qualitative data provided insight into the primary influences on margin in life for 

participants. 

Research Question Three 

  Interview analysis revealed that for traditional students, family was a salient 

aspect of the college experience. Traditional students consistently categorized family as 

both a load and a power variable.  Participants also discussed finding balance between 

school and other obligations as a common load variable. 

Family as a load variable.  All four traditional first-generation students 

interviewed identified family as a load variable.  While Abbie referenced family in 

general, Riley, Hannah, and Kaleb either spoke of specific family members that 

contribute to their load, or described specifically challenging family situations and/or 

members.   

For Riley and Kaleb, one specific family member acted as a load variable in their 

lives due to the presence of long-term mental health problems.  In both cases the family 

member was the student’s mother.  Riley shared that her mother’s mental illness affected 

her ability to focus on school.  Kaleb stated that he carried a lot of additional 
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responsibility and stress due to his mother’s mental illness.  Kaleb has resided with his 

grandparents for a number of years, primarily due to his mother’s mental illness. 

In addition to her mother, Riley also shared that her sister contributed to her load.  

The relationship between Riley and her sister was adversarial at times because of their 

concurrent enrollment in a nursing program. Riley shared that academics were a 

significant challenge for her and that the competitive nature of her relationship with her 

sister at times caused her to view herself negatively.   

The interview data also revealed antithetical manifestations of family as a load 

variable.  Abbie shared that among her immediate and extended family some members 

were unsupportive of her college pursuit, while other family members were “super 

supportive” and at times overbearing in their expectations of her.  While she appreciated 

their support she also experienced it in a negative way, describing it at times as “hardcore 

dictatorship.”     

Hannah described her experience with family somewhat differently but also as a 

load variable as a result of the multiple demands on her time from school, work, home, 

family and friends.  Though she frequently made visits home on weekends, she regularly 

experienced guilt upon departure to return to campus.  She expressed her experience as a 

“tug of war” between family and college.   

Family as a power variable.  In spite of the various ways in which family 

functioned as a load variable, family also emerged as a significant power variable for all 

traditional students. However, the ways in which family members exemplified support 

differed from participant to participant.   
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Hannah identified her relationship with her mother as especially important to her.  

In order to maintain that relationship since leaving the family home for college, Hannah 

talked to her mother on the phone daily and visited her family home on most weekends.   

Hannah also developed a network of supportive women at her workplace and on campus 

in order to maintain the prevalence of positive female role models in her life.  Hannah 

sought out these relationships because the presence of a motherly figure was a 

fundamental piece of her success and she felt the need to have such relationships in the 

college setting since moving away from family. 

Riley identified her father, stepmother, and sister as positive supports.  In regard 

to her father and stepmother, Riley stated, “They’re very good support systems.  They 

encourage me to keep going when I feel like giving up.”  Her father and stepmother were 

consistent supports for her since early in her education.  In addition, Riley described her 

sister as a positive support because she also chose to pursue a degree in nursing.  Despite 

their competitive nature, Riley also found power in the shared college experience with 

her sister.   

Kaleb’s grandparents were an especially important means of power.  While he 

learned to seek out assistance in college from many sources, he expressed the salience of 

his grandparent’s emotional support.  Serving as his legal guardians since he was 15, 

Kaleb’s grandparents were his main source of support and encouraged him to go to 

college.  According to Kaleb, “I have great grandparents that help, that support me…I 

just feel like they really push me and help me get by.” 

Hannah and Abbie both identified familial pride as a power variable.  Hannah 

shared that while one older sibling briefly attempted college, she was the first one from 
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both sides of her family to persist in college.  Her family was supportive and Hannah 

reported that they pushed her to continue on toward her goal.  According to Abbie, who 

was the only one of four children in the family to pursue college, her family was 

supportive because they knew that a college degree would lead her to a better life.  

Despite feeling intense pressure from family members at times, Abbie maintained an 

appreciation of her family’s support and felt that her pursuit of a college education was a 

source of pride for her family. 

School-life balance. Of the four traditional students interviewed, two students 

discussed school-life balance as a load variable.  Abbie stated that between school and 

work, she no longer had the time to maintain connections with important people in her 

life or establish social involvement in campus life.  While she did not feel that balancing 

multiple responsibilities took away from her ability to pursue a college degree, she felt as 

though managing work and school affected her emotionally, negatively affecting her self-

esteem.  While she expressed her love for school, a lifetime drive to do well 

academically, and a positive workplace, she also stated, “If I’m not doing something 

every hour on the hour I feel like I’m failing either my resume, my goals, or my family.”   

Hannah, a full-time student who maintained two part-time jobs, shared that a 

major load variable for her was finding an appropriate balance between work, school, 

home life, family, and friends.  While she reported that she had maintained relationships 

with important individuals, she often felt that homework took precedence over those 

relationships.  According to Hannah, 
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I always have all of the same people there for me, but sometimes just the stress of 

school and working all the time and not getting time during the day to do 

homework outweighs the fact that I have all of those people there for me.   

Hannah stated that fulfilling her commitments to school and work often meant 

that her relationships came last.       

Research Question Four 

Like their traditional peers, nontraditional students experienced family as both a 

load and power variable.  Despite this similarity, other variables identified by the 

nontraditional students differed from those of the traditional participants.  The variables 

were financial burden as a load variable and grit as a power variable.   

Family as a load variable.  Two of the four nontraditional participants (Julie and 

Karen) identified family as a substantial load factor.  For both students, family played a 

load role in several ways.  First, both Julie and Karen reported a significant other who did 

not understand their decision to pursue a college degree.  In addition, Julie and Karen, 

who both had children living at home, reported that their role as mother was at times a 

load variable, though this manifested itself differently for the two women.  Finally, Karen 

shared that a lack of familial support and belief in her ability to succeed was a load 

variable in her college experience.   

Julie and Karen both stated that there was a lack of understanding on the part of 

their significant other in regard to their educational pursuits.  Julie’s spouse did not 

understand the amount of time that she dedicated to schoolwork, especially because it 

affected the amount of time that she was able to work and, therefore, provide income for 

the family.  Julie’s spouse attended college briefly after high school but did not graduate, 
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and according to Julie, did not “truly understand how much time is involved in it.”  Julie 

also shared that her spouse was not fully supportive of her return to college -she also 

attempted college briefly after high school.  Similarly, Karen expressed a lack of 

understanding on the part of her significant other, stating  

I don’t think sometimes that [he] completely understands what I’m doing or why I’m 

doing it.  I think he thinks I’m just getting a degree but doesn’t realize I’m working 

toward my future so that kind of stresses me out.  And brings me down. 

For Julie, the role of mom meant that she carried the majority of the responsibility for 

the household.  She stated, “I’m the person who runs everything so if I’m not there 

everything falls apart, so I feel like I try to put school first but it’s hard whenever you are 

the sole everything.”  Julie felt that her parental role detracted from her ability to 

concentrate on school.  Julie also reported that her husband was unwilling to take on 

additional responsibilities within the household because he was the primary income-

earner.   

Karen also identified her role as a mother as a load variable, although her 

experience of motherhood and higher education was somewhat different from Julie’s 

experience.  For Karen, the difficulty stemmed from missing time that she would 

otherwise spend with her children if she was not pursuing a degree.  According to Karen, 

As far as the kids…they’re my motivation but then sometimes it becomes a load 

variable because I’m not getting to spend that time with them and I miss the time with 

them.  And I feel like ‘Am I doing the right thing by being away from them so 

much?’  
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Karen often struggled because of missing out on family time for school responsibilities, 

and worried that her decision to attend college may negatively affect her children.   

Family as a power variable.  Similar to traditional study participants, 

nontraditional participants who described family as a load variable also described family 

as a power variable.  Julie experienced family as a source of power in two ways.  First, 

Julie shared that her sisters, who attended college, encouraged her and checked in with 

her on a regular basis.  While Julie reported that her children were load variables in her 

educational pursuit, she also expressed excitement about attending college with her 

daughter.  Despite the difficulty of serving in her role as mother and student, Julie stated, 

“I started college with my daughter, so her and I have become very, very good friends 

and college buddies since all of this and so she’s always there to support me and keep me 

going.” 

In discussing family as a power variable, Karen described dichotomous 

experiences in her roles as both mother and student.  As a mother, she sometimes felt as 

though her children suffered because she had to dedicate so much of her time to school.  

However, she also acknowledged that one of the most powerful actions she could take to 

influence her children was to graduate from college.  And while she at times questioned 

herself, ultimately she believed strongly that her decision to attend college was the best 

decision.  Karen shared a recent experience in which her youngest child was asked to 

describe where he would be in ten years: 

…he said going to college and working.  But what he was describing was me.  And I 

was just like, ‘Oh my gosh.  My son wants to be like me.’  And that was just really 

great because then I felt like I’m setting a great example.  And if I can do this and my 
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kids see me do this, then they’re going to be more successful because I will be 

successful.   

Financial burden. A second theme that emerged from the nontraditional group 

data was that students often experienced financial burden as a load variable.  Two 

nontraditional students (Karen and James) directly stated that financial burden was a load 

variable in relation to their college experience.  In addition, Julie and Rhonda indirectly 

indicated that financial issues at times played a challenging role.   

When initially asked to discuss load variables, Karen and James reported financial 

burden as their most pressing concern.  Both students reported that being able to work 

enough hours to meet financial obligations while maintaining full-time class schedules 

was a significant challenge.  Karen reported that on several occasions she felt as though 

she needed to stop or drop out of school in order to work more hours.  She also reported 

that at times she had to work multiple jobs while maintaining her full-time school 

schedule.   

Similarly, James reported that financial responsibility was the biggest load 

variable that he carried.  James reported working one full-time job in addition to a part-

time job in order to survive financially.  The financial aspect of his college experience 

often led to stress, lack of sleep, and even depression.  According to James, who also 

relied on friends and public transportation because he could not financially afford a 

vehicle, financial burden was a daily struggle.   

For Julie and Rhonda, financial burden was not identified directly as a load 

variable; however, as both women discussed the factors that were difficult for them, 

financial burden emerged as a common source of stress.  For Julie, who worked 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

134 
 

sporadically for herself in a seasonal business, the pressure from her spouse to generate 

more income affected her college experience.  For Rhonda, the financial burden came in 

the form of difficulty with the appropriate application of benefits from Vocational 

Rehabilitation.  As a result, Rhonda often spent unnecessary time and effort contacting 

Vocational Rehabilitation supervisors and on several occasions had to shoulder the 

financial responsibility for her tuition, resulting in financial strain.   

Grit.  For three of the four nontraditional participants, the decision to pursue 

college and to persist in the face of difficulty stemmed from the possession of grit.  

Defined by Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly (2007), grit refers to 

“perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087).  Grit had considerable impact 

on participant’s experience, though each described grit in slightly different ways. 

Duckworth et al (2007) further describe grit as “working strenuously toward challenges, 

maintaining effort and interest over years despite failure, adversity, and plateaus in 

progress” (p. 1088).  For Rhonda, James, and Karen, grit was requisite to their college 

pursuit. 

For Karen, overcoming failure and the low expectations of others was a prevalent 

source of power.  Karen struggled to overcome the low expectations that others 

(including teachers and her family) had for her in her high school years.  Her family held 

expectations for her to attend college but expressed doubt that she would finish.  For 

Karen, these low expectations were a self-fulfilling prophecy during her early adulthood 

and she had difficulty attempting and finishing challenging experiences – including 

military service and an early attempt at college.  As she moved through adulthood she 

persevered, despite adversity and failure, in her educational pursuits.  Karen explained: 
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I’m not doing this for anybody else.  I’m doing it for me and I’m going to prove to 

myself that I am more than…what I was told I was.  ‘Cause I’ve always been told that 

I was a failure…that’s always been tough, but I’m not going to do this to impress her 

[mom], I going to do it for myself.   

Karen continued on to describe aspects of grit, including perseverance and continued 

interest despite failures, that allowed her to overcome the various challenges – including 

financial, depression and anxiety, and family challenges – that she encountered in 

college.   

 Similarly, James stated that his internal drive for a better life was one of the 

strongest motivational factors in his decision to enroll in college and to persist through 

challenges.  As a recovering addict who spent years living on the streets and in prison, 

James eventually realized that there was a better life and began to envision new options 

for himself.  In James’ words, “I knew there had to be more than what I was allowing 

myself to be.  And so that’s huge motivation for me to be here.”  James relied on grit to 

attempt college and to help him overcome the many challenges he faced during his 

college experience in working to achieve what he had always considered valuable – a 

college degree.   

 Rhonda identified grit as her main source of power in pursuing her college degree.  

She stated that she had a very strong ability to motivate herself in working toward her 

degree.  Because of a cognitive disability, Rhonda had to maintain a high level of 

determination in order to overcome the academic challenges she experienced.  When 

asked what kept her going when faced with such challenges, Rhonda shared, “Oh I have 

to [keep going].  I have been pursuing this since 2009, going a couple of classes a 
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semester.  I couldn’t live with myself if I did that [give up], so I have to continue to the 

end.”  Rhonda shared that continuing through her degree program in spite of her 

cognitive challenges confirmed her belief in her own personal strength, which she 

attributed to her unyielding determination to leave college with something positive.   

Research Question Five 

When asked to identify how their participation in a TRIO SSS program increased 

their power, students revealed that two specific services offered by the program – tutoring 

and priority enrollment – were pivotal to their success in college.  In addition, students 

spoke of the consistent support that they received from the TRIO SSS program as another 

salient part of their college experience.  Identification of these factors was not segmented 

among the traditional and nontraditional student groups; rather, there was homogeneity of 

factors among both groups.  Interview data indicated that participation in the TRIO SSS 

program was a substantial source of power for study participants.   

Formal program services.  Of the eight students interviewed, five students 

specifically mentioned priority enrollment as a way in which TRIO SSS increased their 

power.  Priority enrollment allowed TRIO SSS participants to enroll for upcoming 

semesters earlier than most students on campus.  For students who had to manage school, 

work, family, household, and other responsibilities, priority enrollment ensured that 

students secured the most beneficial class schedules possible.  Karen shared that priority 

enrollment was the primary reason she became interested in joining TRIO SSS, and as a 

result of the service was able to maintain her current job while enrolling in classes full-

time.   
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Tutoring also emerged as a program service that greatly contributed to the power 

of program participants.  Interviews revealed that tutoring was both a strong motivation 

for students to join TRIO SSS and was also a power variable for many of them in the 

course of their college education.  Whether they took advantage of tutoring in one subject 

area, in multiple subject areas, or simply found reassurance in the knowledge that 

tutoring was available if needed, the study revealed a definitive connection between the 

service and the power it provided for students.     

Support from the SSS program staff.   Interview data also clearly revealed that 

another, more informal, aspect of the program increased the power of participants.  While 

each student described the support that they received from the program somewhat 

differently, the overwhelming theme that emerged was a sense of general support and 

encouragement provided by the program staff.  Among the eight students interviewed, six 

indicated that they appreciated the personal support, encouragement and guidance from 

the TRIO SSS staff, as well as the ease with which they were able to access staff 

members for support. 

For some students, this support helped them to learn their way around a college 

campus for the first time.  Julie shared, “I had a lot of questions about…college in general 

and I liked the fact that I could just run into an office and talk to an advisor anytime.”  

Similarly, Karen expressed appreciation for the ease of access to staff members who 

helped her connect with resources, which was often difficult for her.  Riley reported a 

similar experience when she began college.  She joined TRIO SSS during her first 

semester and shared that when she arrived on campus she “had no idea about anything.”  
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However, she found that her advisor in TRIO SSS helped her navigate the parts of the 

college experience that were unfamiliar to her.     

In addition to helping orient students to college life, the staff of TRIO SSS offered 

students the personal encouragement they often needed to keep going.  Karen shared: 

There’s many a time where I just thought I was going to have to quit college and 

either [staff member] or [staff member] has been like, ‘No, just talk about it.’  How 

many times did I sit in [staff member’s] office and cry?  Or [staff member] would on 

Facebook message me, ‘Hey what’s going on?’  And then we’d talk about it and I’d 

feel better. 

Karen expressed gratitude for the staff of TRIO SSS, who often reached out to her when 

they suspected that she was struggling.  In TRIO SSS, she knew that there was a support 

system waiting to help her and even initiating that help when she had difficulty asking for 

assistance.   

 Hannah’s experiences were similar to Karen’s in that she often turned to the 

TRIO SSS staff to encourage her to remain in school when circumstances discouraged 

her.  Describing an experience from the previous year, Hannah shared how the program 

gave her power: 

There was like a week straight I came in there bawling my eyes out every single 

day.  Just not wanting to be here at all, just wanting to pack up all my stuff and 

leave right then.  And they were there for me.  And they convinced me to stay.   

 For James, the program supported him during difficult times in his college 

experience.  He shared that the program increased his power by helping him make 
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decisions about how to proceed when he encountered academic difficulty.  According to 

James,  

If I’m struggling, they tell me my options.  It’s huge in helping me decide because for 

the longest time I had trouble making decisions for myself.  So having them lay it out 

there for me like that, helps me to make the decisions.   

Kaleb also shared that TRIO SSS increased his power through offering support and 

advice.  Undecided about his major during his first several semesters, Kaleb relied on his 

TRIO SSS advisor to help him explore areas of potential interest.  He felt that the 

friendliness of the staff members and the various resources provided by the program all 

combined to increase his power.  For Kaleb, his experience in TRIO SSS was “…like 

having a second family.”   

Discussion and Implications 

 Study results revealed consistency between the quantitative and qualitative data, 

indicating similarity of experience for first-generation college students.  The influence of 

traditional or nontraditional status, gender, income, relationship status, and employment 

status had no significant effect on margin in life.  Supporting this finding is the fact that 

over 90% of participants (60 out of 66) had a MILS score in the proposed range of 

adequacy of .5 - .8 (McClusky, 1963).  For first-generation students, their level of margin 

– and, therefore, their ability to pursue college - is not further complicated by the 

majority of the demographic characteristics studied.  The two areas of significance fell 

within the subscale measures of margin in life, and these factors, while relevant, must be 

considered in appropriate perspective as components of the broader whole that is margin 

in life.  Despite differences in parenting experiences of traditional first-generation and 
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nontraditional first-generation students and differences in health experiences of students 

based on their level of activity within the TRIO SSS program, the evidence indicates 

strong similarities across the first-generation student spectrum. 

 Qualitative findings support homogeneity of familial experience of first-

generation students.  Analogous to extant literature which chronicles the varied familial 

experiences of first-generation students, participants identified family as both power and 

load variables.  For some first-generation students, family members are often resistant to 

their college aspirations (Coffman, 2011; Jehangir, Williams, & Jeske, 2012; Orbe, 2004; 

Rendon, 1993), while for others familial support is present yet experienced as 

overbearing (Orbe, 2004; Orbe, 2008).  The study demonstrated consonance with the 

established research when applying McClusky’s (1963) concepts of power and load to the 

experience of first-generation student’s familial experience. 

 The prevalence of TRIO as a power variable among study participants and the 

manner in which they described their experiences indicated that at times, the TRIO staff 

provided the type of support that was unavailable to first-generation students from family 

members but was requisite to their success.  Woven throughout the stories of study 

participants was the theme that in times of stress, discouragement, and difficulty, the 

TRIO staff was the lifeline that kept them going.  For TRIO SSS programs, which are 

charged with cultivating an environment that facilitates the success of first-generation 

students (Chaney, 2010), study results suggest that cultivation of such an environment 

should include a holistic approach to support that transcends merely the academic realm.    
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Implications for Practice 

 Results from the study provide implications for practitioners in TRIO SSS 

programs and other programs designed to assist first-generation college students.  Similar 

composite MILS scores among all groups indicate that utilizing a standardized support 

approach with traditional and nontraditional first-generation students is likely an efficient 

and effective practice, despite the recognized differences in college experience between 

the two groups (Choy, 2002).  While most of the statistical analyses indicated similarities 

between study participant groups, practitioners can implement programmatic elements to 

support life areas that influence students differentially.  Additionally, the qualitative data 

can be utilized to understand more fully the experience of and implement appropriate 

assistance for students.   

 For practitioners, the differential influence of parenting on student experience 

may suggest possible programmatic alternatives for first-generation students.  Lower 

parenting subscale scores of traditional students indicate that parenting presents more of a 

challenge to educational pursuits.  Previous research demonstrates that nontraditional 

students often assume many roles, including parent, in addition to that of student (Choy, 

2002; Keith, 2007) while traditional students are less likely to have experienced such 

diverse demands (Senter & Senter, 1998).  Practitioners can utilize this knowledge in 

practice in two ways.  Individually, practitioners can facilitate discussion with traditional 

first-generation students who are parents regarding balancing the demands of multiple 

roles and utilization of programmatic and community services for support.  Collectively, 

practitioners can examine if and how the program addresses the challenges of parenting 

and education.  Possible approaches to support include educational workshops that 
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address the challenges of parenting, facilitating mentoring relationships between 

traditional and nontraditional first-generation parents, or development of a support group 

for students with children.   

 Qualitative results point to the bidirectional influence of family in the lives of 

first-generation students.  While the literature has long supported the supposition that 

family is an integral part of the college experience (Davis, 2010; Hossler, Schmit, & 

Vesper, 1999; Tinto, 1993), this study demonstrates that family can simultaneously 

function as both a resource and a demand.  Because of the salience of family, 

practitioners should work to mitigate the negative influences of family while capitalizing 

on the positive influences.   To address both the lack of support and understanding on the 

part of family members and the challenge for students of balancing school and family, 

practitioners can develop activities that include family participation.  Inclusive activities 

can educate family members on the importance of providing support and how to best 

provide such support.  They can also provide students with methods of balancing 

responsibilities of school and family while giving both students and family members a 

shared experience related to the student’s college pursuit.   

The relationship between participants and TRIO SSS staff, while not exclusively 

responsible for the power of first-generation college students, plays a fundamental role in 

the lives of participants.  For practitioners working in TRIO SSS, this study confirms that 

the program is relevant to both traditional and nontraditional first-generation students 

even when power and load variables differ.  While practitioners have little influence on 

the variables experienced by students outside of the campus environment, the TRIO SSS 

model, through a combination of program services and supportive staff, can effectively 
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mitigate load variables and enhance power variables of both traditional and nontraditional 

first-generation college students. 

Practitioners should maintain a focus on the development of the relationship 

between themselves and individual students.  Research from Davis (2010) indicates the 

necessity of the development and maintenance of relationships for first-generation 

students with both faculty and non-faculty staff members.  TRIO program structure and 

activities should be designed to maximize the interaction between student and staff to 

facilitate relationship development.  In addition, staff members can seek training or 

professional development activities that increase their ability to interact positively with 

first-generation college students, especially for those staff members who were not 

themselves first-generation college students.  Increased understanding of the first-

generation student experience will positively contribute to the development of a 

supportive relationship between student and staff.  

Study Limitations 

The participants in the study came from one institution - a relatively small, 4-year 

university located in the rural Midwest.  Therefore, the students in this study may not be 

representative of the larger population of first-generation students in the United States.  

Results may also differ from what would be found among other institutions that vary in 

size, type, and location.  These factors may make generalization of the results to other 

groups difficult.   

Sample size is also a limitation of the quantitative portion of the study.  The small 

sample size resulted from several factors.  First, the pool of participants was relatively 

small, as the TRIO SSS program had 148 students active in the program at the time the 
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survey invitations were sent.  In addition, the completion rate for the survey instrument 

was only 44.6%.  The low completion rate was in part due to screening out students who 

were not first-generation.  Also problematic was the number of surveys that were 

attempted but not completed.  Seventeen students began the study but did not finish.  

Unfortunately, demographic data, which was used to place students in various groups for 

statistical testing was placed at the end of the survey, making imputation for missing data 

impossible.   

Finally, a limitation of the study was that it only included students currently 

participating in a TRIO SSS program.  As a result, it is unknown whether participants 

came to college with adequate margin to successfully pursue higher education, or 

whether participants garnered adequate margin through their participation in the TRIO 

SSS.  Including first-generation students who were not participating in a TRIO SSS 

program would have expanded the scope of the study and allowed the researchers to 

evaluate more adequately the effects of the TRIO SSS program on margin in life.   

Several opportunities for future research exist in this area.  First, expanding the 

size of the study to include multiple TRIO SSS programs would provide results that are 

more representative of first-generation students and TRIO SSS participants as a whole.  

This would also address the limitation in this study of small sample sizes.  Additionally, 

future research should examine the differences in margin in life between participants in a 

TRIO SSS program and first-generation students who are not active members of support 

program, in order to more sufficiently understand the relationship between participation 

in TRIO SSS and margin in life of first-generation students.   
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Variable Frequency Percentage 

Gender   

   Male 17 25.8% 

   Female 49 74.2% 

Age   

   17-25 34 51.5% 

   26-35 13 19.7% 

   36-45 12 18.2% 

   46-55 5 7.6% 

   55+ 2 3.0% 

Race/Ethnicity   

   White/Caucasian 49 74.2% 

   Hispanic/Latino 4 6.1% 

   Black/African American 4 6.1% 

   Native American/American Indian 3 4.5% 

   Asian/Pacific Islander 4 6.1% 

   Other 2 3.0% 

Relationship Status   

   Married/Partnered 27 40.9% 

   Single 29 43.9% 

   Divorced 5 7.6% 

   Separated 5 7.6% 

Parental Status   

   Children 20 30.3% 

   No children 46 69.7% 

Employment Status   

   Employed full-time 15 22.7% 

   Employed part-time 30 45.5% 

   Not employed 21 31.8% 

Income Level   

   Extremely low 15 22.7% 

   Somewhat low 30 45.5% 

   Middle 16 24.2% 

   Somewhat high 4 6.1% 

   Extremely high 1 1.5% 

TRIO Participation Level   

   Very active 11 16.7% 

   Somewhat active 35 53.0% 

   Slightly active 20 30.3% 

   Inactive 0 0.0% 
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Table 2 

Project Success Student Demographics 

Variable Frequency Percentage 

Gender   

   Male 31 28.0% 

   Female 78 72.0% 

Age   

   17-25 112 70.9% 

   26-35 26 16.4% 

   36-45 11 7.0% 

   46-55 7 4.4% 

   55+ 2 1.3% 

Race/Ethnicity   

   White/Caucasian 78 71.6% 

   Hispanic/Latino 8 7.3% 

   Black/African American 13 11.9% 

   Native American/American 

Indian 
7 6.4% 

   Asian/Pacific Islander 3 2.8% 

   Other 0 0.0% 

Income Level   

   Low 98 90.0% 

   Not low 11 10.0% 

Note. Gender, race/ethnicity, and income level are based on the number of students active 

in the Project Success on the day the demographic report was run (109 total); ages are 

based on the number of students active at any time over the past year (158 total).  Project 

Success bases low-income status on data from federal tax returns, therefore participants 

are categorized as either meeting or not meeting a low-income guideline.   
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Table 3 

Comparisons for Composite MILS Score and Subscale Scores by Traditional or 

Nontraditional Status 

Subscale Nontraditional Traditional t p 

 n M SD n M SD   

Composite MILS 32 0.642 0.131 34 0.670 0.091 -0.995 0.323 

Health 32 0.643 0.135 34 0.676 0.094 -1.127 0.265 

Self Confidence 32 0.611 0.157 34 0.673 0.100 -1.897 0.063 

Interdependence 31 0.616 0.152 34 0.641 0.130 -0.711 0.480 

Religion/Spirituality 32 0.676 0.138 33 0.684 0.112 -0.239 0.812 

Parenting* 28 0.682 0.130 6 0.550 0.100 2.323 0.027 

Note.  MILS survey allows participants to select “not applicable” for specific items,         

resulting in different n values for each subscale. 

*p < .05. 

 

 

Table 4 

Comparisons for Composite MILS Score and Subscale Scores by Participation Level 

Subscale Very Active Somewhat Active Slightly Active F p 

 n M SD n M SD n M SD   

Composite MILS  11 0.664 0.120 35 0.680 0.096 20 0.610 0.125 2.692 0.076 

Health* 11 0.665 0.118 35 0.687 0.101 20 0.608 0.127 3.179 0.048 

Self Confidence 11 0.637 0.141 35 0.671 0.111 20 0.597 0.157 2.044 0.138 

Interdependence 11 0.659 0.129 35 0.653 0.119 19 0.567 0.167 2.784 0.070 

Religion/ 

Spirituality 
11 0.697 0.135 34 0.681 0.117 20 0.669 0.137 0.175 0.840 

Parenting 8 0.614 0.157 19 0.702 0.128 7 0.591 0.086 2.497 0.099 

Note.  MILS survey allows participants to select “not applicable” for specific items, resulting in 

different n values for each subscale.  

*p < .05. 
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How the Dissertation Influenced My Practice as an Educational Leader 

 The dissertation process influenced my practice as an educational leader in 

several ways.  First, the experience deepened my understanding of the concept of 

leadership and how I can practice leadership in a way that is most fitting to my personal 

strengths, skills, and interests.  Second, the dissertation process, in part, led me to seek a 

new avenue of professional experience.  Finally, the dissertation process helped influence 

my practice as an educational leader by increasing my working knowledge of an 

underrepresented college student population. 

 In my mind, a leader was outgoing, boisterous, and the most talkative person in 

the room.  I have never been that person; it is simply not my nature.  As a result, I have 

often found it difficult to think of myself as a leader, even when placed in a position of 

authority in my former institution.  I have never been the person who was quick to 

identify solutions to problems or brainstorm new ideas in the context of a group setting.  I 

have always needed private, quiet time to consider a scenario and develop my thoughts 

regarding a potential solution or new idea.  I am often more comfortable working alone 

than in a group.  So the picture in my mind of a leader never matched the image I had of 

myself.   

 As we studied various topics regarding leadership during coursework, my 

understanding of leadership began to expand.  I appreciate the different perspectives on 

leadership that the program content explored as well as the projects the helped me 

explore my own personal style of leadership.  I have also discovered that the dissertation 

process has allowed me to continue exploring leadership and defining what leadership 

looks like for me.  Part of this exploration within the dissertations comes from my in-
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depth study of the nature of first-generation college students and what makes them 

successful in higher education.  Repeatedly I read in the literature that relationships are 

important, and that becoming engaged with the social environment is key to student 

success.  I learned that having a connection with someone on campus is vital for all 

students.   

 Reflecting back on my early days in the EdD program and completing the 

StrengthsQuest program, I recall that one of my strengths is connectedness.  I have the 

ability to connect easily with students and they often seek me out when faced with a 

problem.  While these interactions do not demonstrate what I used to think of as 

leadership, I know today that leadership is simply having influence on the path of others.  

I understand now that my personal leadership strength is in the one-on-one connections I 

make with students, and I believe those connections are influential for those students.   

 As I increased my understanding of the factors that influence students’ success, I 

found myself continually drawn to one particular facet – that of the classroom.  In 

multiple studies researchers found that the connection between students and faculty in the 

classroom setting was often the most influential factor in student success.  As a 9-year 

veteran of the student affairs side of a university, I began to feel as though I was missing 

the potential to impact students.  While a faculty position was always in the back of my 

mind as a potential interest, the research I read about and conducted as part of the 

dissertation process brought the idea of moving to the classroom to the forefront of my 

mind.   

Upon entering the EdD program, I had some experience in the classroom, having 

served as an instructor for University Experience – the freshman orientation course at my 
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former institution.  I enjoyed the type of interactions I had with students and the influence 

I had on their transition to college.  After connecting with another EdD student with a 

social work background, I accepted the opportunity to teach a graduate level course for 

the social work program in which she taught.  Again, I had a positive experience in the 

classroom.  However, I had no real intention of leaving the position I held until 

completing the doctorate program.  Therefore, when another EdD peer told me of a full-

time faculty position, I initially dismissed the opportunity.  However, after some 

reflection, I applied for the position and was fortunate enough to receive an offer of 

employment.  Today I practice my leadership abilities in the classroom every day, 

teaching students how to practice social work.  

While I have changed roles, I continue to work in an environment where there are 

many students traditionally underrepresented in college – students who are first-

generation and come from low-income backgrounds.  While my role has changed from 

that of support to academics, I am grateful for the knowledge I have developed over the 

course of my EdD studies concerning the type of students I engage with every day.  This 

knowledge allows me to incorporate strategies, activities, and content into my courses 

that not only addresses academic content but also addresses student needs.  While I 

believe it is my main responsibility to teach content, skills, and application of knowledge, 

I also believe that part of my responsibility is to the well-being of my students.   

How the Dissertation Influenced Me as a Scholar 

 The dissertation process has also significantly affected me as a scholar.  The 

process allowed me to develop my skills at statistics, at conducting research, and at 
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interpreting and applying research in a meaningful way.  In addition, the process has 

significantly increased my level of interest in participating in scholarly activities.   

 The only class I ever dropped in my undergraduate or graduate experience was a 

statistics course, which I withdrew from after earning a 57% on the first exam and 

knowing that I would not pass the class.  Statistics has been a struggle for me from my 

first exposure to the topic.  Despite my struggle with the subject, I have always liked 

statistics – when I understand it.  The most intimidating part of the EdD program when I 

applied, outside of the dissertation process, was statistics.  I was unsure of whether or not 

I would master the subject adequately enough to succeed in the program.  While I cannot 

say that I will emerge from the program as a statistics expert, I can definitely say that I 

have improved my abilities in statistics.  It is still difficult for me, and I never expect to 

teach the subject.  However, the dissertation process significantly influenced my level of 

ability in statistics. 

 As I began to think about what my dissertation project would look like, my 

inclination was to pursue a qualitative study.  Qualitative research suits me well and I feel 

comfortable with conducting this type of study.  Although I felt much more prepared to 

engage in qualitative research, I wanted to push myself in an area where I knew I could 

grow.  I did not want to look back on my EdD experience with regret because I did not 

challenge myself to try something difficult.  Therefore, I decided to pursue a mixed 

methods study in order to incorporate my strengths in qualitative research while 

challenging and developing my skills in quantitative research.  While I certainly learned 

valuable content in the summer statistics course in the program, the process of conducting 

my own study and statistical analysis, with the guidance of my committee members, 
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taught me more than any other exposure to statistics that I have experienced.  I will 

emerge from this process with a more developed understanding of designing and 

conducting research, the difficulties that can accompany research, and the application of 

statistical analysis.   

 Before I began the EdD program, I spent very little time reading and applying 

scholarly research.  In fact, in my first summer in the program I often felt that I did not 

understand a word of what I read in journal articles.  Throughout our coursework, I 

became familiar with research and how to understand and apply what I read.  However, 

the dissertation process most significantly sharpened my skills in this area.  Because the 

dissertation process includes conducting original research as well as analysis and 

interpretation of the results, I have found that my ability to understand, interpret, and 

apply scholarly research is greatly increased.   

 I am currently teaching a program development and grant writing course.  One of 

the first assignments requires students to gather research articles related to food insecurity 

among college students for use in developing a needs assessment for a proposed social 

services program.  To familiarize students with the type of research they should seek and 

how to use the studies they find, we spent one full class period reviewing a journal article 

on the topic.  This may sound simple; however, I left that class session feeling more 

positive than I have after nearly any other class session in my short teaching career.  Not 

only did my students demonstrate an understanding of how to apply research to their 

practice as future social workers, but as a class we also engaged in an exciting discussion 

of the meaning of the research, as well as what questions the research was unable to 

answer but would be beneficial to study.  As I reflected on that class session afterward, I 
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realized that my ability to utilize scholarly research in a way that makes sense to and 

influences my student’s future practice is a monumental skill as a teacher.  I do not use 

the word monumental to pat myself on the back or describe myself as a teacher; but 

rather to express my own amazement at the fact that I now have the skill to read, 

understand, interpret, and apply research to my work, when a few short years ago I felt 

bewildered trying to simply read scholarly work.   

 Finally, participation in the EdD program as a whole and the dissertation process 

specifically led to an inclination toward participation in scholarly activities.  Prior to 

beginning the program, I never pursued any scholarly activity opportunities; however, 

after my second year in the program I submitted a proposal to present at a professional 

conference.  My presentation included data that I collected within the program in which I 

worked that was based on the same concept I wanted to study for the dissertation.  My 

proposal was accepted and I had my first opportunity to engage in a scholarly 

presentation.  Since that time, I have found that I have an increased interest in scholarly 

activities, including both writing and presenting.   

 I have written this before in a reflection paper, but I feel it bears repeating again: 

when I entered the EdD program Dr. Baumann told us that we would think differently at 

the end of the journey.  No statement more accurately reflects my experience in the 

program.  I may never be the president of a university; I may never be a whiz at statistics; 

and I may never win awards for my research.  Nevertheless, I will influence the lives of 

my students and in turn, my institution and the communities in which they will eventually 

work to empower oppressed and marginalized groups.  While that may not be how most 
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people view a leader and a scholar, it is the way that I now view leadership and 

scholarship for myself.   
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent for Quantitative Survey – The Success of Traditional and 

Nontraditional First-Generation College Students in a TRIO Student Support 

Services Program: Application of the Theory of Margin 

Please consider this information carefully before deciding whether to participate in this 

research. 

 

Description: My name is Dory Quinn.  I am a doctoral student at the University of 

Missouri – Columbia’s Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis program.  I am 

conducting this study 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education. 

 

Purpose of the research: To understand the experiences and challenges faced by 

traditional and nontraditional-aged first-generation college students.  

 

What you will do in this research: If you decide to volunteer, you will be asked to 

complete a short demographic questionnaire as well as the Margin in Life Scale.  The 

Margin in Life Scale consists of questions regarding five areas of life, including health, 

religiosity/spirituality, self-confidence, interdependence, and parenting satisfaction.  For 

each question, you will be asked to indicate the importance of the specific item and the 

extent to which it represents a power/resource in your life and load/burden in your life.   

  

Time required: The survey should take approximately 30 - 45 minutes to complete. 

 

Risks: No risks are anticipated. 

 

Benefit: To advance the quantitative research available regarding factors that influence 

the success of first-generation college students. 

 

Compensation: Participants will have the option to be entered into a drawing for an iPad 

Mini.  In addition, you have the option to receive one Project Stay point for your 

participation.  In order to be entered in the drawing and receive your Project Stay point, 

you will be required to provide your first and last name and university email address at 

the end of the survey. 

 

Confidentiality: All of your responses to the survey questions will be kept 

confidential.  At no time will your actual identity be revealed. 

 

Participation and withdrawal: Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you 

may withdraw from the study at any time.   In addition, you may skip any survey 

question(s) that you are uncomfortable answering.   
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Contact information: If you have any questions about this research study, you may 

contact me at deqn7d@mail.missouri.edu  You may also contact the faculty member 

supervising this research: Dr. Jeffrey Cornelius-White, JCornelius-

White@MissouriState.edu 

 

 

____ I agree to participate in the study ____ I decline to participate in the study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:deqn7d@mail.missouri.edu
mailto:JCornelius-White@MissouriState.edu
mailto:JCornelius-White@MissouriState.edu
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent for Qualitative Survey - The Success of Traditional and 

Nontraditional First-Generation College Students in a TRIO Student Support 

Services Program: Application of the Theory of Margin 

Please consider this information carefully before deciding whether to participate in this 

research. 

 

Description: My name is Dory Quinn.  I am a doctoral student at the University of 

Missouri – Columbia’s Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis program.  I am 

conducting this study 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education. 

 

Purpose of the research: To understand the experiences and challenges faced by 

traditional and nontraditional-aged first-generation college students.  

 

What you will do in this research: If you decide to volunteer, you will be asked to 

participate in an interview.  The discussion will focus on how several areas of your life 

influence your experience as a college student including health, religiosity/spirituality, 

self-confidence, interdependence, and parenting satisfaction.  In addition, the discussion 

will explore how your participation in a TRIO Student Support Services program has 

affected your experience as a college student.   

  

Time required: The interview will last approximately 45 minutes. 

 

Risks: No risks are anticipated. 

 

Benefit: To advance the qualitative research available regarding factors that influence the 

success of first-generation college students. 

 

Compensation: Participants will have the option to be entered into a drawing for a $50 

prepaid visa gift card.  In addition, you will have the option to receive one Project Stay 

point for your participation.  In order to be entered in the drawing and receive your 

Project Stay point, you will be required to provide your first and last name and university 

email address at the end of the survey.   

 

Confidentiality: All of your responses to the interview questions will be kept 

confidential.  At no time will your actual identity be revealed. 

 

Participation and withdrawal: Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you 

may withdraw from the study at any time.   In addition, you may skip any survey 

question(s) that you are uncomfortable answering.   
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Contact information: If you have any questions about this research study, you may 

contact me at deqn7d@mail.missouri.edu  You may also contact the faculty member 

supervising this research: Dr. Jeffrey Cornelius-White, JCornelius-

White@MissouriState.edu 

 

 

__ I agree to participate in the interview     __ I decline to participate in the interview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:deqn7d@mail.missouri.edu
mailto:JCornelius-White@MissouriState.edu
mailto:JCornelius-White@MissouriState.edu
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Appendix C 
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Appendix D 

 

 

April 1, 2015 
 

 

Dear Ms. Quinn, 
 

Before she died Dr. Joanne Stevenson granted the Associate Dean for Research 
in the College of Nursing permission to release the Margin in Life scale to any 
investigator who requests it. I have sent the scale to other investigators who 
requested access. I ask that you cite Dr. Stevenson’s work when you publish anything 
using the scale. 

 

 

Best wishes for success in your scholarship, 
 

 

Dr. L. A. Szalacha 

Associate Director of the Office of Research and Transdisciplinary Scholarship 
 

 

Dr. L. A. Szalacha 
College of Nursing 

   
   

   
   

  

mailto:Szalacha.1@osu.edu
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Appendix E 

Demographic & TRIO SSS participation Questionnaire  

1. What is your age?  ______________ 

 

2. Did the parent(s) that raised you complete a four-year college degree? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

3. Gender 

a. Male 

b. Female 

c. Trans 

d. Other 

 

4. What is your current GPA?  ______________ 

 

 

5. How would you describe yourself? 

a. White or Caucasian 

b. Hispanic or Latino 

c. Black or African American 

d. Native American or American Indian 

e. Asian/Pacific Islander 

f. Other 

 

6. What is your educational standing? 

a. Freshman 

b. Sophomore 

c. Junior 

d. Senior 

 

7. What is your major? ____________________ 

 

8. What is your relationship status? 

a. Married/partnered 

b. Single 

c. Divorced 

d. Widowed 

e. Separated 
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9. Do you have children under 18 living with you? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

10. Do you work? 

a. Yes 

i. If yes, how many hours/week?  ______________ 

b. No 

 

11. How would you classify your income level? 

a. extremely limited 

b. somewhat limited 

c. average 

d. somewhat high 

e. extremely high 

 

12. How would you characterize your participation in the TRIO SSS program? 

a. Very Active 

b. Somewhat Active 

c. Slightly Active 

d. Inactive 

 

13. Which of the following services have you utilized during your participation in the 

TRIO SSS program (select all that apply)? 

a. Academic advising 

b. Tutoring 

c. Job shadowing 

d. Educational workshops 

e. Cultural trips 

f. Personal counseling 

g. Financial aid assistance 

h. Career counseling 
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Appendix F 

Interview Questions 

1. Tell us your name and how long you have been a student at MSRU. 

2. Why did you join the TRIO SSS program? 

3. What aspects of your life do you consider to be load variables? 

4. What aspects of your life do you consider to be power variables? 

5. Do you feel as though you possess margin in life? 

6. How do the load variables you experience detract from your pursuit of a college 

degree? 

7. How do the power variables you experience support your pursuit of a college 

degree? 

8. Which factors, if any, do you feel are both load and power variables? In what 

ways are they load/power variables? 

9. How does the TRIO SSS program supplement your power? 

10. How, if at all, does the TRIO SSS program place more load on you? 

11. What could be done differently within the TRIO SSS program to increase your 

margin in life? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE SUCCESS OF TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL 

191 
 

Appendix G 

MARGIN IN LIFE SCALE 

JOANNE S. STEVENSON 

DEPARTMENT OF ADULT HEALTH AND ILLNESS COLLEGE OF 

NURSING 

THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY 

UPDATE OF METHODOLOGICAL STUDIES 

OF PSYCHOMETRIC PROPERTIES, 1994 

Results of Factor Analysis of the 94 item scale on N = 140 

normal adult volunteers, aged 25-60 showed the best solution to 

be a five—factor solution with 58 items loading clearly on one 

of the 5 factors. This out(nrne was validated through a factor 

analysis of N = 283 normal adult volunteers aged 23—62. The five 

factor solution with 58 items held up as the best solution, 

The 5 factors were renamed to better account for the content in 

the items as follows: Health, Religiosity/Spirituality, Self 

Confidence, Interdependence, and Parenting Satisfaction. 

Internal  reliability was assessed through a 

Chronbach's Alpha reliability that produced the following 

results: 
Health .90 
ReligiositŸ/Spiritua.lity -86 

Self Confidence .81 

Interdependence .80 
Parenting Satisfaction .92 

Total scale .95 

A test—retest reliability study was conducted on N = 61 normal 

adult volunteers over a four week period with the following 

results using Pearson Correlation Coefficient : 
Health .67 
Religiosity/Spirituality .90 

Self Confidence 

 

.69 

.58 
Parenting Satisfaction .975 

The interesting results from the test—retest may be function of 

the one—month time period between the tests, Perhaps there is a 

difference in the stability of perceptions about religious and 

spiritual matters and the parenting situation compared to 

perceptions about one's health, the self and about the 

interrelationships of self with others. There is not a prior 

assumption that the Margin In Life Scale measures '*trait" as 
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opposed to "state" parameters. Hence, it is possible that some 

of the sub-scales measure more fluid or changeable self— 

perceptions than other sub—scales. This area of reliability 

remains unfinished and additional work is needed. 

The item assignment to subscales in the revised 5B item scale is as follows: 

FACTOR 1: HEALTH FACTOR 11: RELIGIOSITY/SPIRITUALITŸ 

 ITEM ITEM 

 NUMBER EIGENVALUE NUMBER EIGENVALUE 

 

FACTOR 111: INTERDEPENDENCE 

FACTOR IV: SELF CONFIDENCE 

 ITEM ITEM 

 NUMBER EIGENVALU NUMBER EIGENVALUE 

ITEMS ITEMS  
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FACTOR V: PARENTING SATISFACTION 

ITEM 

 NUMBER EIGENVALUE 

ITEMS  

[c : \wp51 pro] rev. 05/03/93 
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Sca!e 

COMPUTATIONS FOR 
THE MARGIN-IN-LIFE SCALE (58 item scale) 

The followtng steps show the computations necessary to proa,ress from the 

development of sueighted importance averages for each subscale. through subscale scores. 

and then to a total Macginzln±iýe scor e. 

Table 1 , entitled, Subscale Breakdown for Marain-ln-Liïe Scale. lists the items that belong 

to each subscale. The first step of the computaticnaJ process is to separate the items 

into their respective subscales. For example, subscale 4 (se}f cc,nfidenceò has these 

10 items: 1 9, 20, 23, 27, 33, 37. 541 & 55. 

To obtain a weighted importance aveïage for  Determine whe{her an item is 

applicable and if it is, then do the following: 

Keep a count of the number of applicable items in that subscale and call this number 

the appficabiiity count: 

 Add all the importance scores, w.. toaethgr for the subscale, for those items 

which are applicable• 

 Divide the result obtained in Step (ii b) bv the result obtainèd step {n to aet the 

weighted importance average fote that subscale. 

For example. suppose in subscale 4. item 26 is not appficable for an ir:divždue! Then 

the applicability count, c, = 1. Suppose further that the importance scores 

1=14, 19: 20b 23, 27. 33. 37. 54. & 55 ere as follows:  Wa-=9, W

wn=6, vvaa=S,  then the sum o! all the importance scores in this 

subscale (subscale 4 of 58 item scale) is  Diviäng 67 bv 

9, we get a weighted importance average, AZ 7.44. 

Now. repeat the above procedure to obtain a weighted irrepartance average, Ail and an 

apolicabilitv count. C for 2, 3. and 5. one tor each of the other subsca!es, 

Ta obtain each subsca,le score: 

For each item that is applicable in a given subscale do the following: 

Adultiplv the importance scare and the load score: 

 Nexl add the load score and the powe:• scare, then  this resulž bv *.he 

importance score; 

Repeat steps (i) and (ii) for each item in the subsce_re. 
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Add alf the results obtained bv oerformina step {i) an each item: 

(v) Add all the resuits obtained by performing step (if) cn each item; 

Scale 

Pag= 2 

(vi) Oivide the result obteä-žed in step (iv) by the result obtained in step T number 
is a subscale score, 4. 

For example. using subscale suppose the importance scores are as above in 2 (iii'] and 

let L be the load score and Pi be the poveer scores '.Nhere  20, 23, 27, 33, 37, 

54, & 55. Assume the responses on the sca!e items were obtained from one subject: 

L.g=3 

47=5 

1-53=3 

Comp!eting the steps in 3 yields the fallowing score,  where 

J,  

 1 oxa + 8k3 +  +  +  * 6x4 + 5x5 + 6x4 + 9x3 = 243 

10(3+4) + 8(.3+5) + 9(3+5} + 8<4+3) + + 9(3+5) = 518 

J. 243 

.439 

Now. repeat the above process to obtain ati the subscale scores, C 

(i—l 2. 3, and 5 for the remaining subscales). 

 

To obtain a total Marqin-ln-Life score; 
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Multiply each subscale score with the associated weighted imponance average for that 

subscale; 

For example, using subscale 4 again, multþly Aa=7.44 and Result js 

3.489. 

Do thls for each subscale. 

Add together a!! the resu!ts obtained in st9D (i) 

 

  Add together ali the weighted: importance averages of the subscales 

 

Divide the result obtained in step  bv the result obtained in step (iii) to ge: a 

weiahted  individuat score. 

 

 Subtract Ine weighted average individual score ootained in step (ivj from 0.5 to get 

the Maraïn-ln•Life score. 

04523/93 
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